University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
Individual, Family, and Community Education
ETDs

Education ETDs

Fall 11-15-2017

Twice-Exceptional College Students Identified as
Gifted and Diagnosed with Autism Spectrum
Disorder: A Comparative Case Study
Connie J. Tagtmeyer
University of New Mexico

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/educ_ifce_etds
Part of the Education Commons
Recommended Citation
Tagtmeyer, Connie J.. "Twice-Exceptional College Students Identified as Gifted and Diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder: A
Comparative Case Study." (2017). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/educ_ifce_etds/62

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Education ETDs at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Individual, Family, and Community Education ETDs by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact
disc@unm.edu.

Connie J. Tagtmeyer
Candidate

Individual, Family, and Community Education
Department

This dissertation is approved, and it is acceptable in quality
and form for publication:
Approved by the Dissertation Committee:

Deborah Rifenbary, Ed.D., Chairperson

Loretta A. Serna, Ph.D.

Kristopher M. Goodrich, Ph.D.

Donald L. Thompson, Ed.D.

TWICE-EXCEPTIONAL COLLEGE STUDENTS IDENTIFIED AS GIFTED
AND DIAGNOSED WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER:
A COMPARATIVE CASE STUDY

By

CONNIE J. TAGTMEYER
B.A. English, University of Hawai`i at Hilo, 1985
M. Ed., Counseling and Guidance, University of Hawai`i at Mānoa, 1993

DISSERTATION

Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the
Requirements for the Degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
Counseling
The University of New Mexico
Albuquerque, New Mexico
December, 2017

Dedication
In loving memory of my parents, Virginia Lee and Melvin “Pete” Tagtmeyer who never had
the opportunity to attend college, celebrated all the milestones of my life, and are forever in
my heart – this one’s for you!

iii

Acknowledgements
I want to thank the chair of my dissertation committee, Dr. Deborah Rifenbary,
Associate Dean of College of Education for her support in helping me complete this research
study. By offering to step in during the middle of this process she lifted me up when I was
floundering and continually supported me both academically with critical reviews of my
writing and emotionally when I was overwhelmed. To my dissertation committee I am
greatly appreciative of your time and assistance. Thank you, Dr. Loretta Serna for inspiring
me and introducing me to the field of special education. I am deeply grateful for Dr. Kris
Goodrich’s support in the methodology for my study and for his insightful feedback. Thank
you, Dr. Thompson for mentoring me into the field of higher education and providing
opportunities and experiences in publishing, national presentations, and over thirty years of
encouragement to complete my doctorate.
I also want to thank Dr. Elizabeth Nielsen who introduced me to my work with twiceexceptional college students who were diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. Without
her encouragement, I would not be in this field of study. I am grateful for my first advisor
and committee chairperson, Dr. David Olguin. He provided experiences for me as a teaching
assistant, co-author, positions of leadership in national and state professional organizations,
and as a clinical supervisor.
Regretfully I cannot acknowledge them by name, however I will always be indebted
to the college students identified as gifted and diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder
(GTASD) that allowed me to support them in their journey through college as their advocate,
advisor, counselor, or researcher. I wish to thank them for their courage, honesty, and

iv

empathy. By sharing their stories with me and allowing me to be a part of their college
journey, they enhanced my life and touched my heart.
My family and friends supported me in countless ways along my path. I would like
to thank Noranne Clayton for providing me an opportunity to stop working and focus on
writing my dissertation during the final stretch. So many friends helped me along the way. I
am thankful for Jim and Jill Mocho who fed me, housed me, and always kept me focused on
my goal. Thanks go to Dr. Geof Palmer, my friend throughout my doctoral studies who
endured endless nights studying statistics with me and introduced me to the Global
Awareness International Society where we co-presented. Thanks go to my dear friend, Paula
Garcia, who I first met in a multicultural family studies course, and who provided a peaceful
place for me to write. I cannot thank my friend, Helen Tafoya, enough for her endless
support as a peer reviewer, editor, and at times, a counselor throughout this long arduous
journey through academia. Thanks go to my long-time friends, Dr. Ann Miser and Dr. Keith
Miser, from the University of Hawai’i at Hilo who housed me, fed me, and financially
supported my research over the years. Thank you for challenging my thinking, methods, and
at times, my lack of time management. Your research expertise and continued support help
make this a reality. No acknowledgement would be completing without my heartfelt thanks
to my family: my daughter, Tiana Crabbe and my son, Lt. Col. Keegan Maple who have
watched their mother study, work, or write for their entire life as she earned a bachelor’s
degree, master’s degree and finally a doctoral degree. I hope that I can be an example for
you and your families that “you can have it all” – but it might not be the way you imagined
it, and that’s alright.

v

TWICE-EXCEPTIONAL COLLEGE STUDENTS IDENTIFIED AS GIFTED
AND DIAGNOSED WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER:
A COMPARATIVE CASE STUDY

by

CONNIE J. TAGTMEYER
B.A., English, University of Hawai`i at Hilo, 1985
M. Ed., Counseling and Guidance, University of Hawai`i at Mānoa, 1993
Ph.D., Counseling, University of New Mexico, 2017

ABSTRACT

This comparative case study investigated the college experiences of twice-exceptional
college students identified as gifted and diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (GTASD).
Increasing numbers of students with ASD are entering universities (NCES, 2008; Shattuck et
al., 2012) making the identification of supports for their academic success imperative.
However, little is known about their college experiences and their challenges in transitioning
to higher education settings. This study examined the college experience from the
perspective of the GTASD college student. Based on ecological systems theory, five cases
were designed that included ten participants. Each of the five cases contained one GTASD
college student and their respective advocate. Data was collected from multiple sources
(twenty-five interviews of students and advocates, student generated photographs, and an
online demographic and educational experiences surveys) and analyzed from a grounded
theory perspective. Findings from this study indicated that accurate diagnosis of autism and
early identification of giftedness is needed to determine individual differences and provide
vi

the social and emotional skills necessary for the successful college experiences of the
GTASD college student. Information learned from this study may directly help students,
inform support systems (counselors, parents or guardians, college personnel), improve
transitional services, and highlight relevant counseling needs.

Keywords: Twice-exceptional, gifted, autism spectrum disorder, counseling, college
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Studies have shown that prevalence of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) as well as the
awareness of ASD has been increasing since the 60s (Dillenburger, Jordan, McKerr, Devine,
& Keenan, 2013; Harvard College, 2010). It is becoming more common for people to learn
about the increasing prevalence of autism and about some of the controversies regarding
potential causes. According to recent online data (Public Broadcasting System [PBS], 2012)
numerous national news stories and special programs have examined the education for
children with a diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder (ASD), the struggles of their parents to
find adequate family support, the lack of relevant employment opportunities for adults with
ASD, possible causes of autism, and theories about effective interventions. Well-known and
accomplished members of society recently have acknowledged their own challenges with
ASD and have joined with national organizations to educate the public and encourage
additional research (T. Grandin, personal communication, March 13, 2009). Best-selling
books and movies describing the life of individuals with ASD have introduced autism to the
mainstream public (DePencier, Urdang, & Vanech, 2009; Dimbort, Heid, DeMartini &
Naess, 2006; Ferguson & Jackson, 2010; Grandin, 2010; Grandin, 2011; Haddon, 2003;
Robison, 2008; Simone, 2010; VanHeugten, 2010). This study aimed to qualitatively assess
the educational experiences of gifted college students with autism (GTASD). This chapter
introduces the purpose of this qualitative, comparative case study, rationale for conducting
this investigation, significance of this study, research questions, limitations and delimitations
of the study, and a summary of the historical context.
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this comparative case study was to understand the educational
experiences of gifted college students with autism (GTASD). Knowledge and data from this
investigation can help (a) improve transitional services currently offered at the high school
level, (b) guide school counselors in designing relevant college preparation skills, (c) identify
potential social communication deficits or difficulties, (d) help universities develop relevant
support systems to promote students’ success, and (e) educate counselors about the
psychosocial, career, and academic needs of this population. In addition, this study provides
insight for parents or guardians about roles they can play to help promote successful college
experiences. The concept of dual-exceptionalities, originated from PK-12 classroom settings,
and is also referred to as twice-exceptional (National Education Association [NEA], 2006).
This term refers to gifted students who are diagnosed with one or more disabilities with the
exception of intellectual disability. Although twice-exceptional students may have any type
of disability (such as physical, psychological, or learning), for the purpose of this study the
term twice-exceptional (2e) is used to refer only to gifted college students with autism
(GTASD).
Rationale
A growing body of research on children with autism (ASD) exists, but very little is
known about adults with ASD; even less is known about college students with ASD who also
are gifted. Gifted children with ASD are often misdiagnosed as either only having ASD or as
only being gifted. The ASD will mask the gifted identification and giftedness can mask ASD.
This misdiagnosis and the effects of it can have great impact on the young adult transitioning
to college (Amend, Beaver-Gavin, Schuler & Beights, 2008; Amend, Schuler, P., Beaver-
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Gavin, & Beights, 2009; Assouline & Whiteman, 2011; Baum & National Association for
Gifted Children, 2004; Foley-Nicpon, Assouline & Colangelo, 2013; Nielsen & Higgins,
2005; Webb et al., 2005). The target group of gifted college students with autism (GTASD)
was chosen because investigations show this population continues to increase in numbers
(Autism Speaks, 2012; Center for Disease Control & Prevention [CDC], 2014; National
Association for Gifted Children [NAGC], 2009; National Center for Education Statistics
[NCES], 2014). With the increasing numbers of gifted students with autism (GTASD)
entering colleges and universities, it is pertinent to understand challenges to transitions in
higher education settings since graduation rates remain unknown. Identifying skills to
facilitate transitions and uncovering the psychosocial needs of gifted college students with
autism (GTASD) is necessary to help these students succeed and graduate (Adreon &
Durocher, 2007; Geller & Greenberg, 2010; Van Hees, Moyson, & Roeyers, 2015).
Information learned from this study may directly help students, inform support systems
(counselors, parents or guardians, college personnel) to improve transitional services, and
highlight relevant counseling needs.
Debates regarding causes of ASD have triggered opposing viewpoints among
researchers, parents, and most importantly, those who have been diagnosed with ASD. Some
individuals see this disorder as an abnormality and finding a cause in order to find a cure has
been the focus. Others in the debate focus on exceptional abilities and advanced intellectual
processes that characterize ASD rather than characterizing ASD as a deficit (Mottron, 2011;
Rettner, 2011). In the early 2000s educators and psychologists discovered that some students
with ASD were also gifted (NEA, 2006; Nielsen & Higgins, 2005). It is further projected that
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increasing numbers of gifted students with ASD will enter colleges and universities (NCES,
2014; Shattuck et al., 2012).
The federally-mandated supports that these students received throughout public
school are required in higher education only if the students self-report their documented
disability to college disability offices (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, & Dockery, 2012; Longtin,
2014). While parents or guardians and educators are legally responsible to advocate for
students who are in public school settings; in contrast, students have to advocate for
themselves in higher education settings. Effective advocacy requires good social
communication skills; unfortunately, difficulty with social communication is a leading
characteristic of ASD (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2000; Kanner, 1943). Even
students with ASD who are highly gifted encounter difficulty interpreting classroom
instructions accurately, identifying norms of behavior appropriately, interacting with college
peers effectively, and understanding the unspoken rules that govern communal engagement.
Needless to say, effective communication skills are needed to successfully navigate the social
demands of higher education and to advocate for needed supports.
Qualitative research emerges through the lens of respective investigators; therefore, it
is important for both the investigators and the readers to understand underlying theoretical
perspectives, biases, and assumptions, as well as the inherent limitations and selective
delimitations of any research study. In addition, the historical context of ASD helps to find
ways to improve the lives of gifted college students with autism (GTASD) so that they may
successfully complete postsecondary education and reach their full potential as contributors
to their current and future communities.
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Significance of the Study
Currently the CDC estimates one in 68 children and one in 42 boys are diagnosed
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) which includes autism, pervasive developmental
disorder and Asperger disorder (CDC, 2014). There was a 57% increase in the identification
of children with ASD over a four-year period between 2002 and 2008. The number of
children aged 3 - 21 years old identified with ASD has increased from 28,000 in 1995-1996
to 296,000 in 2007-2008 (NCES, 2014). As more students with ASD are identified prior to
elementary school, the need to provide educational support throughout grades PK-12 also
increases. Because of increases in the number of students with ASD who are entering
universities (NCES, 2008; Shattuck et al., 2012), identifying supports for academic success
must continue.
In addition, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) forecasts increased
records of overall student enrollment until 2018. The reauthorization of the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Improvement Act in 2004 (IDEA-2004) first recognized the twiceexceptional category of students and acknowledged that students who are gifted could also
have a disability. Therefore, as a result of this legislation, the number of gifted students with
disabilities receiving services will continue to increase.
Research Questions
In order to understand the educational experiences of gifted college students with
autism (GTASD) the following research questions were addressed by this study.
1. What are the college experiences of gifted college students with autism?
2. What ecological systems influence their experiences?
•

What are their psychosocial counseling needs?
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•

How do they develop support systems at the college level?

3. What do counselors and parents or guardians need to know to facilitate successful
transitions to college for these students?
•

What transitional experiences promote academic success?

•

What transitional experiences hinder academic success?

4. What do college officials need to know to facilitate successful progress towards
graduation for these students?
Limitations and Delimitations
The main limitations to this study were the small size of the population of gifted
college students with autism (GTASD) and the accurate identification of their giftedness. In
addition, a delimitation of the comparative case study that was intentionally designed
included restricting the geographical location of the sample to only one state in the
Southwest. Several factors contributed to the relatively small number of gifted college
students with autism (GTASD). Statistically, the entire category of ASD makes up only 1 in
68 children nationally (CDC, 2014). This statistic includes less severe cases as well as those
with moderate to low intellectual ability. The population becomes even smaller when
choosing only students with high functioning autism. When adding another variable [of
giftedness] the total population grows even smaller. Because the population of gifted college
students with autism (GTASD) is very small, the number of cases in the study was also
small.
Another limitation was the accurate identification of gifted college students with
autism spectrum (GTASD). Post-secondary students with a disability are not required to
divulge their disability, and the social communication deficits of students with ASD often
6

prevent them from self-identifying and seeking help at college disability offices. Finding
students who are gifted is equally difficult. Determining the size of the gifted population
requires inferences based on public school data since universities do not collect data on
giftedness (K. Miser, personal communication, August 28, 2012). Determining the numbers
of gifted college students with autism (GTASD) and finding them is difficult and further
limited the size of the study.
This study used a typical purposeful sampling method, and the criteria selection
required several delimitations to the study. Only students who were identified by the
disability offices of the colleges as being gifted were selected for the study. All participants
were solicited from colleges and universities in only one state in the Southwest.
In addition, students with ASD have varying degrees of social communication
problems. Therefore, students who exhibited severe communication problems that could
impair their ability to participate in oral interviews were not included in the selection process.
In order to establish criteria for the selection of participants it was necessary to understand
the history leading to the identification of twice-exceptionalities. The following key historical
events will give a background of ASD, giftedness, and the combination of the two as defined
by the term twice-exceptional.
Historical Context of the Study
Considerable research in the 1990s began reporting increased numbers of gifted
students who often were not identified earlier with a gifted diagnosis due to the masking of
their giftedness by their disability. There is a tendency for educators to focus on student
deficits, such as noticeable or disruptive behaviors, as opposed to focusing on their strengths
or giftedness. Also, because students who are gifted tend to exhibit some similar
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characteristics as students with autism spectrum disorder, the diagnosis of twiceexceptionality often can be missed (Nielsen & Higgins, 2005).
Despite the problem of misdiagnosis of gifted students, an increasing number of
students are being identified prior to first grade as having ASD. Earlier identification means
increasing numbers of students with ASD are graduating from high school and entering
universities. The National Center for Educational Statistics reported 57% of students with
autism spectrum disorder graduated from high school (Planty et al., 2008). In addition, a
national study reported 34.7% of students with ASD enrolled in post-secondary education
(Shattuck et al., 2012). Based on this evidence, it is surmised that an increase in gifted
students with ASD will begin to enter colleges and universities.
Although supports are required and provided for twice-exceptional students in PK–12
public education, universities are not legally bound to provide the same degree of support.
Under federal law they are required only to provide equal access to education and, when
necessary, accommodations for students with documented disabilities are provided. Students
with ASD, however, have problems with social communication, restricted interests, and
repetitive behaviors, all of which can possibly hinder their educational pursuits.
Accommodations to improve social skills are not legally mandated; therefore, the ability to
seek academic support is problematic, if not very difficult.
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Autism spectrum disorder was initially named
autism by Leo Kanner, an Austrian psychologist, in his 1943 study. He created a new
neurodevelopmental category to describe children who were socially withdrawn and did not
develop language that he called Kanner’s autism (Kanner, 1943). Despite the early
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identification of autism in the 1940's, some confusion regarding the diagnosis of ASD still
exists.
Today, an official diagnosis of autism is made by mental health practitioners and
medical doctors using criteria established by the American Psychiatric Association’s
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) or the criteria
of the International Classification of Diseases, Tenth Revision, Clinical Modification (ICD10-CM) published in 1992. How professionals diagnose as well as define ASD recently
changed from the DSM-IV-TR criteria that were in effect from 1994 until the current
revision (DSM-5) was published in May of 2013.
Under the recent changes of DSM-5, autism spectrum disorder became a more
inclusive category under neurodevelopmental disorders that encompasses Asperger’s
disorder, autism, and pervasive developmental disorder. The new belief is that individuals
who were diagnosed under the DSM-IV criteria with Asperger’s disorder or pervasive
developmental disorder-not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS) will now meet criteria for the
diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder. The DSM-5 diagnostic criteria for autism spectrum
disorder (ASD) includes two mandatory categories: (a) deficits in social communication and
(b) repetitive and restricted interests, activities or behaviors. In addition, each of the two
categories must be rated on a 3-point level of severity. This current investigation focuses on
college students diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder at the lowest severity level.
Researchers, as well as the general public, often use the following labels
interchangeably: pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified (PDD), Kanner’s
autism (KA), high-functioning autism (HFA), autism spectrum disorder (ASD), Asperger’s
disorder or Asperger’s syndrome (AS). Among laypersons the different terms mainly
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represent varying degrees of severity. Preferred terms vary even among those who have the
disorder. What they call themselves often represents a preference that implies major
philosophical differences in how they view ASD. A common misconception is that the term
autism represents someone with impaired cognitive development as opposed to the terms
high-functioning autism (HFA) and Asperger’s disorder, representing high intellect. For the
last twenty years, the main characteristic defined by the DSM-IV-TR that distinguished
Asperger’s Syndrome from the other terms of autism was delayed language acquisition.
Giftedness. Within the field of education multiple definitions exist that describe
giftedness. A common misconception is that giftedness is defined by only one category: high
scores on intelligence tests. One of the largest longitudinal studies of gifted students was
conducted in 1925 by Lewis Terman who developed the Stanford-Binet intelligence test that
designated giftedness as an IQ score of 130 or higher (Pfeiffer, 2010). This became the
original basis of identification of gifted students and was adopted by many states. Howard
Gardner expanded the definition of giftedness to include multiple intelligences in addition to
intellectual (Gardner, 2011); Robert Sternberg identified three interconnected abilities
(Sternberg, 2011); and Joseph Renzulli added traits of creativity and productivity as
definitions of giftedness (Renzulli, 2011). Differing terms are found in federal and state
legislation, professional organizations, and in publications of leading researchers in the field
of gifted education (National Association of Gifted Children [NAGC], 2010; No Child Left
Behind [NCLB], 2004).
In the 2000s the federal government defined giftedness as students with “high
achievement capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity,
or in specific academic fields, and who need services or activities not ordinarily provided by
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the school in order to fully develop those capabilities” (NCLB, 2004, p. 107). The National
Association of Gifted Children reported definitions for each of the states, and there is no
consensus on the criteria used to define giftedness (NAGC, 2010).
This study used a definition of giftedness based on the theory of multiple
intelligences originated by Howard Gardner, a developmental and cognitive psychologist.
His theory expands the definition of giftedness beyond high intellect by differentiating seven
distinct categories of intelligence: logical, linguistic, musical, spatial, bodily kinesthetic,
interpersonal, and intrapersonal (Gardner, 2011). This study used a definition of giftedness
(commonly called the Marland Report) that was based on Gardner’s theory:
Children capable of high performance include those with demonstrated achievement
and/or potential ability in any of the following areas, singly or in combination: 1)
general intellectual ability; 2) specific academic aptitude;
3) creative or productive thinking; 4) leadership ability; 5) visual and performing arts;
and 6) psychomotor ability.
It can be assumed that utilization of these criteria for identification of the
gifted and talented will encompass a minimum of 3 to 5% of the school population.
(Marland, 1971, p. 8)
Twice-Exceptionality (2e). In the field of gifted education, the term twiceexceptional (2e) is used to describe a student who is both gifted and has one or more
documented disabilities. This is not to be confused with the term dual diagnosis that is
commonly used in the fields of psychology and counseling to describe people who have cooccurring mental disorders such as anxiety and depression or ASD and anxiety. Although the
term twice-exceptional is not synonymous with dual diagnosis, it is not uncommon for
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students who are twice-exceptional to have a dual diagnosis. Other terms for twiceexceptional students include gifted plus and dual exceptionality. For this study, the term
twice-exceptional was used to refer exclusively to gifted college students with autism
(GTASD).
Conclusion
Chapter I presented the current need for research about gifted college students with
autism (GTASD). It included the purpose of the study, rationale, significance of the study,
research questions to investigate, and the limitations and delimitations of the study. In
addition, a brief historical context was presented to conclude the chapter. Gifted college
students with autism have unique problems with social communication skills that can impact
their success in postsecondary education. Understanding their college experiences,
identifying their specific counseling issues, and learning how counselors and parents or
guardians can facilitate their success in college is necessary to support their growth. Chapter
II provides theoretical frameworks, summarizes the historical background, reviews legal
mandates, presents a literature review of what we know to date about gifted college students
with autism (GTASD), and identifies areas that need further investigation.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
Introduction
Gifted college students with autism (GTASD) have unique problems with social
communication skills that can impact their success in postsecondary education.
Understanding their college experiences, identifying their specific counseling issues, and
learning how counselors and parents can facilitate their success in college is necessary to
support their growth. A literature review of what we know to date about gifted college
students with autism (GTASD) begins with the theoretical frameworks of ecological systems
theory, psychosocial development of college students, theory of positive disintegration and is
followed by historical backgrounds in autism, giftedness, and twice-exceptionality. The
chapter closes with a review of legal mandates, current research and implications for further
research.
Theoretical Frameworks
Ecological Systems Theory. The theoretical framework of the current investigation
relied on ecological systems theory to examine and explain college success or lack of success
in the target population due to the number of stakeholders required to support the
asynchronous developmental needs. Urie Bronfenbrenner (1994) the founder of Ecological
Systems Theory, held that an individual’s development is influenced by a variety of systems,
and the degree of influence that each system has on an individual varies according to how
closely the system interacts with the individual. A change to any system affecting an
individual will cause a change in the individual and vice versa. The system continually
strives for homeostasis and resists change. Systems theories of counseling are based on this
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original theory. A researcher developed model (see Figure 1) depicts typical systems that
influence the behavior and development of gifted college students with autism (GTASD).

Figure 1. Conceptual model of an ecological system for a gifted college student with autism
(GTASD). Adaptation of Bronfenbrenner's Model of Ecological System Theory (1979).
Microsystem = direct influences on the college student e.g. their parents or guardians,
extended family members; Exosystem = less direct system of influences interacting between
the macrosystems and microsystems e.g. college counselor, disability office, instructors;
Macrosystem = systems that impact the student indirectly e.g. federal and state laws,
university codes of conduct, educational privacy laws, or cultural norms.

Furthermore, students’ development does not proceed in a linear fashion where only
one event independently creates a change. What happens in any given instance proceeds in a
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circular fashion and changes not only how one reacts but also how stakeholders (e.g., family
members, college personnel, community resources) in different systems react. This
interdependence of systems is a driving force that either maintains homeostasis or resists
change. Therefore, when one stakeholder changes, the whole system must change. To better
support success of twice-exceptional students and facilitate successful college transitions it is
necessary to consider all influential stakeholders. The conceptual model (Figure 1) represents
an ecological system for a gifted college student with autism (GTASD). The student is
impacted by three systems that are categorized by their level of influence on the student. For
instance, the microsystem represents direct influences on the student such as their
relationship with parents, guardians, or extended family. The next level of influence is the
exosystem which is composed of college counselors, disability offices, classmates, and
instructors. This system can impact the student directly or serve as an intermediary between
the microsystem and macrosystem. The macrosystem impacts the student indirectly such as
federal and state laws, university codes of conduct, educational privacy laws, or cultural
norms and values.
Ecological systems theory provides a conceptual rationale for examining the
educational experiences of gifted college students with autism (GTASD). Based on this
theory, the researcher-designed model outlined in Figure 2 serves as a visual representation
of the comparative case study design used in this investigation. The comparative case study
design consisted of five (5) case studies. In Figure 2 each case study is depicted by
concentric circles representing a system of three levels of influence on the student: (a)
microsystems, (b) exosystems and (c) macrosystems.
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Figure 2. Conceptual model of a comparative case study: Ecological systems of gifted
college students with autism (GTASD). Model of the process of conducting a comparative
case study. Adapted from “Case Study Method,” by R. K. Yin, 2009, Case Study: Research
Design & Methods, 4th ed., p.57. Based on the theoretical framework, a purposeful criteria
selection of participants is done, data from a survey is collected, and interviews are
completed. There are 5 individual cases; data is collected for case #1 and analysis of that case
is completed before beginning the process with each additional case study. After all case
studies are completed, a cross case analysis is conducted between all cases.

Each case study was conducted followed by analysis of that case. After each case study was
completed, a cross case analysis was done between all five cases, microsystems, exosystems
and macrosystems.
Theory of Psychosocial Development of College Students. Arthur Chickering’s
developmental theory describes the psychosocial development of college students. The
influence of Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory of development can be seen in the concept of
stages of development and similar challenges for young adults. Chickering expanded on
Erikson’s eight stages of psychosocial development by further delineating the Identity vs.
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Identity Diffusion stage attributed to adolescence and young adulthood. Chickering’s theory
originally breaks down this stage into seven areas of development: “(1) developing
competence, (2) managing emotions, (3) developing autonomy, (4) establishing identity, (5)
freeing interpersonal relationships, (6) developing purpose, and (7) developing integrity”
(Chickering & Reisser, 1993, p. 23). Contrary to Erikson’s beliefs that development occurred
in a set order of stages, was age specific and progressed in a linear manner, Chickering
proposed that identity formation was more fluid. Stages of development may be revisited as
new experiences create new challenges to master. One transitions forward and backward
among stages; therefore, rather than using the term stages he chose to use the term vectors.
Vectors are “maps to help us determine where students are and which way they are heading”
(Chickering & Reisser, 1993, p. 34). Rather than moving through these stages in a linear
fashion as a set age, Chickering’s theory emphasizes that development occurs at different
rates and degrees by individuals. One can move between vectors and in different orders
depending on the developmental task at hand.
Later in 1993 he revised his theory to reflect changes in society evidenced by current
research in gender differences, multicultural awareness, and sexual identity theories. Several
assumptions define Chickering’s theory. These are: (a) development along vectors occurs at
different rates, (b) development in one vector can interact with development in another
vector, (c) vectors are ranked from lower to higher levels of development, (d) progression to
higher vectors is better (Chickering & Reisser, 1993).
Theory of Positive Disintegration. Kazimierz Dabrowski, (1964) a psychiatrist and
psychologist from Poland, developed a theory to understand the personality traits of students
who are gifted and to explain personality development. This was based on his study of 250
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gifted individuals. Dabrowski’s theory consists of five levels of development with the highest
level being when a person becomes uniquely autonomous and is capable of creating social
change for the betterment of society. Movement up the levels of development is
characterized by intense inner conflict over leaving the familiar lower level development
where one safely followed the norms and beliefs of society and lived an externally directed
and motivated life. Dabrowski believed the majority of people remained at the lower levels
of development. As individuals strive for higher level ideals and accept autonomy in their
beliefs and actions, conflicts are resolved and a “higher level of life” is reached.
Development cannot occur without the conflict and resulting disintegration of the lower level
personality. The disintegration of the personality naturally creates psychoneuroses that
Dabrowski characterized as overexcitabilities. Five categories of overexcitabilities include
psychomotor, intellectual, imaginational, sensory, and emotional (Dabrowski, 1964; Daniels
& Piechowski, 2009). The overexcitabilities identified with giftedness are similar to the
psychomotor, emotional and sensory sensitivities reported by children and adults with autism
(Attwood, 2007).
Historical View of Autism
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is defined as a neurodevelopmental disability
characterized by difficulties with social communication and the expression of repetitive
movements and/or restricted interests. The disability varies in degrees of severity along a
spectrum of characteristics (APA, 2013). “Autism spectrum disorder encompasses disorders
previously referred to as early infantile autism, childhood autism, Kanner’s autism, highfunctioning autism, atypical autism, pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise
specified, childhood disintegrative disorder, and Asperger’s disorder” (APA, 2013, p. 53).
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In spite of the identification of autism in the 1940s, some confusion regarding the
diagnosis of ASD still exists. The term autism comes from the 1943 study by an Austrian
psychiatrist, Leo Kanner. He created a new neurodevelopmental category to describe
children who were socially withdrawn and did not develop language – Kanner’s autism
(Kanner, 1943).
Diagnosis. Today, official diagnosis of autism is made by mental health practitioners
and medical doctors using criteria established by the American Psychiatric Association as
published in their Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-5) or criteria established by the
World Health Organization (WHO) and published in 1992 as the International Classification
of Diseases, Tenth Revision, Clinical Modification (ICD-10-CM). The American Psychiatric
Association began classifying mental disorders in 1844 in order to maintain statistics on
patients with mental disorders who were institutionalized in hospitals. After World War II the
purpose shifted to a diagnostic classification system for health care providers. The APA has
continually revised the manual to stay current with emerging research. The first DSM-I was
published in 1952; the most recent revision occurred in 2013 and focused on integrating the
two classification systems of the American Psychiatric Association and the World Health
Organization. This newly revised manual, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, 5th edition (DSM-5) made major revisions to the diagnosis of autism. Because the
new edition is extremely recent, some confusion exists in the use of terminology. Prior to
2013, Asperger’s syndrome, pervasive developmental disorder, not otherwise specified, and
autism were classified as different disorders (APA, 2013).
Under the new DSM-5, autism spectrum disorder (ASD) became a more inclusive
disorder under the broader category of neurodevelopmental disorders. The diagnoses of
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Asperger’s syndrome and pervasive developmental disorder no longer exist. The new belief
is that the above disorders have similar characteristics and differ only in the degree of
severity of the symptoms. The new definition, ASD, represents a disorder that is on a
continuum of severity among two major traits of (a) social communication, and (b) fixated
interests and repetitive behaviors. Symptom severity for each of these categories is rated on a
three-point scale: “Level 1: Requiring support, Level 2 Requiring substantial support, and
Level 3 Requiring very substantial support” (APA, 2013, p. 52). This current investigation
uses the term autism (ASD) that corresponds most closely with Level 1 as described in the
DSM-5 criteria for diagnosis.
Historically, researchers, as well as the general public, often use the following labels
to refer to autism: pervasive developmental disorder (PDD), autism, high-functioning autism
(HFA), autism spectrum disorder (ASD), or Asperger’s syndrome. Among laypeople the
different terms mainly represent varying degrees of severity. Preferred terms vary even
among those who have the disorder. What they call themselves often represents a preference
that implies major philosophical differences in how they view ASD. A common
misconception is that the term autism represents someone with impaired cognitive
development as opposed to the terms high-functioning autism (HFA) and Asperger’s
syndrome, representing high intellect. Under the previous diagnostic manual (DSM-IV-TR)
the main characteristic that distinguished Asperger’s syndrome from the other terms of
autism was the delayed age of language acquisition (APA, 2000). The following historical
background explains the origin of Asperger’s syndrome and Autism spectrum disorder.
Asperger’s Syndrome and High Functioning Autism. At about the same time
Kanner was publishing his study, another Austrian psychiatrist, Hans Asperger, was
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conducting a study of four children who were highly intelligent, had no delay in language
development, and exhibited characteristics that were similar to what Kanner described as
autism. Unaware of Kanner’s discovery, Asperger identified children in his study with the
term Asperger’s Syndrome. Although he coined this term in the 1940s, his discovery was not
widely known until the 1980s when his research paper was translated into English (Frith,
1991). Until recently, ASD has been categorized as a different disorder from Asperger’s
Syndrome and has its own criteria for diagnosis. Asperger’s is often used interchangeably
with high functioning autism. The recently adopted DSM-5, however, no longer distinguishes
Asperger’s Syndrome as a separate disorder from autism. Instead the new belief is that the
symptoms for Asperger’s lie in the less severe range or Level 1 on a spectrum of autism. If
one is already diagnosed under the DSM-IV with Asperger’s disorder he or she should now
be given the diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder (APA, 2013). For the purposes of this
study the term autism spectrum disorder (ASD) as defined by DSM-5 is used unless the
literature being referenced uses the following historical terms: high functioning autism
(HFA), Asperger’s Syndrome, Asperger’s disorder, or pervasive developmental disorder –
not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS). When talking about that piece of literature the term
identified by the author will used.
Psychosocial issues. One of the major diagnostic criteria for autism is social
communication deficits such as inability to maintain eye contact, difficulty initiating
conversations, lack of reciprocating conversation, and not being aware of perspectives other
than one's own. Each of these social skills is critical for adults with autism and can negatively
impact their success in college, employment, and general quality of life (APA, 2013).
Current research on effective social skills training is targeted towards children and
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adolescents with autism. However, social skills training remains necessary throughout their
life as demands change through developmental stages. Social skills training needs to be
adapted to the adult; therefore, many of the social skills programs available are not effective
or appropriate for adults. Researchers reported on the adaptation of social skills training for
young adults and adolescents and warned that prepackaged skills training programs that
focus on direct instruction may not be appropriate. They recommend using developmentally
appropriate training with peers or significant adults in the natural setting (DeMatteo, Arter,
Sworen-Parise, Fasciana, & Paulhamus, 2012).
Paradoxical oversensitivities are common with children and adults who are diagnosed
with autism. Sensory overload is reported to be more disturbing to some adults than problems
with social communication, making friends or finding a job (Attwood, 2007). Although
sensory dysfunction is not a diagnostic criterion for autism, it is commonly reported by
parents, teachers, and those diagnosed with autism. Hyposensitivities or hypersensitivities to
auditory, visual and physical stimuli are reported in studies as far back as those that
originally identified autism (Kanner, 1943; Wing, 1981). Hyposensitivities are defined as not
being aware of sensory stimulation or a low threshold such as not feeling the heat or cold
temperature to touch. This can be dangerous for children who are not aware of heat from a
stove. Another example of hyposensitivity is a low awareness of sounds. Hypersensitivity is
being overly sensitive to auditory, visual or physical stimuli. Examples of the effects of
hypersensitivities may be seen when the person with autism has a startled reaction to sound
or touch. Other examples are being unable to wear certain types of fabrics because of the
intense uncomfortable feeling, restricting foods because of the texture and feel of the food, or
being uncomfortable and distracted by bright lights. Fluorescent lighting can be
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uncomfortable due to the brightness and the flickering of the lights (Attwood, 2007; Rogers
& Ozonoff, 2005). In addition, researchers reviewed seventy-five research articles published
in the last fifty years that reported the presence of oversensitivities among children diagnosed
with autism. They concluded that (a) sensory sensitivities are not restricted to children with
autism, (b) hypo-sensitivities are more common than hyper-sensitivities, (c) most of the
studies are from parent surveys, and (d) additional empirical studies are needed to explain
these symptoms (Rogers & Ozonoff, 2005). The aversion to sensory overload from sounds,
touch, and lights, can create extreme tension, anxiety and fear to the extent that the person
with autism will avoid activities or places where they may be confronted with their specific
sensory sensitivities. Accommodations need to be made to the environment based on
individual needs in order to reduce the distractions or aversions created by sensory
dysfunction.
Researchers reported a higher incidence of depression and anxiety among individuals
with Asperger’s syndrome (AS) than in the general population. From studies using
neuroimaging of the brain, research suggests that differences found in the amygdala and
hippocampus regions of the brains of those individuals with AS compared to the brain
functions found in individuals in the general population may account for difficulties with
emotion regulation. They suggest that the inability to regulate their emotions may lead to
problems managing their emotions and create anxiety and depression. Because of their social
skills deficits, individuals with AS may not verbalize their anxiety or depression; evidence of
these emotions are more likely to be observed through behavioral disturbances (Woods,
Mahdavi, & Ryan, 2013).
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Historical View of Giftedness
Within the field of education multiple definitions exist that describe giftedness. A
common misconception is that giftedness is defined by only one category: high scores on
intelligence tests (see Figure 3). One of the largest longitudinal studies of gifted students was
conducted in 1925 by Lewis Terman who developed the Stanford-Binet intelligence test that
designated giftedness as an IQ score of 130 or higher (Pfeiffer, 2010). This became the basis
of identification of gifted students and was adopted by many states. Howard Gardner
expanded the definition of giftedness to include multiple intelligences in addition to
intellectual (Gardner, 2011); Robert Sternberg identified three interconnected abilities
(Sternberg, 2011); and Joseph Renzulli added traits of creativity and productivity as
definitions of giftedness (Renzulli, 2011). Differing terms are found in federal and state
legislation, professional organizations, and in publications of leading researchers in the field
of gifted education (NAGC, 2010; NCLB, 2004).
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Figure 3. Normal distribution of IQ scores. Approximately 3% of population have IQ scores
in the gifted range. It is estimated that 3% of the population is in special education;
therefore, it is expected that 3% of those students are also gifted (Nielsen, 2002). Graphic
adapted from: http://www.iqcatch.com/frontend/home/page/aboutscore/

In the 2000s the federal government defined giftedness as students with “high achievement
capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or in specific
academic fields, and who need services or activities not ordinarily provided by the school in
order to fully develop those capabilities” (NCLB, 2004, p. 107). The National Association of
Gifted Children reports definitions of giftedness for each of the states; at this time, there is no
universal definition of giftedness among the states (NAGC, 2010).
Definition. This study used the broader definition of giftedness originated by Howard
Gardner, a developmental and cognitive psychologist. His theory of multiple intelligences
expands the identification of giftedness beyond a single domain of IQ over 130 or greater.
Giftedness is also found in domains in addition to high academic achievement capability.
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Gardner expanded giftedness to include seven domains of intelligence: logical, linguistic,
musical, spatial, bodily kinesthetic, interpersonal, and intrapersonal (Gardner, 2011).
Psychosocial issues. In 1991 a group of parents, educators, and psychologists met in
Columbus, Ohio to define giftedness. They originated the concept of asynchronous
development as a critical component of giftedness “in which advanced cognitive abilities and
heightened intensity combine to create inner experiences and awareness that are qualitatively
different from the norm” (Alsop, 2003, p. 118). Asynchrony increases as the intellect
increases and results in increased vulnerability among the gifted.
Alsop’s empirical study expanded on this concept to identify patterns of behavior that
would confirm the concept of asynchrony as a definition of giftedness. His study identified
several common behaviors or co-occurring disorders found among gifted students such as:
frustration, self-criticism, anxiety, depression, and intense sensitivity (2003).
Counseling issues commonly found with gifted children and adolescents include
depression, low self-esteem, and emotional intensity due to overexcitabilities or sensory
dysfunctions. Because they are divergent thinkers they are often socially isolated because of
their differences and they are at risk of developing a false sense of self they show the world
as opposed to their true sense of self in order to be accepted. To be accepted they learn to
devalue their true self and are at risk of developing low self-esteem or self-worth (Lovecky,
2004). Self-regulation and self-control issues often present as intense excitability that comes
from an over arousal of the central nervous system. Learning to cope with too much
stimulation or too little stimulation is important so that they regulate their behavior and not
be avoided by others due to their annoying behavior. Social isolation and depression can
result from their overwhelming needs for stimulation. Heightened sensitivity may cause them
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to avoid confrontation, feel overly responsible for others' feelings, and withdraw from others.
Therefore, learning to set boundaries and to distinguish their feelings from those of others
becomes an important goal in counseling (Silverman, 1997).
Historical View of Twice-Exceptionalities
In the field of education twice-exceptional is often referred to as a dual diagnosis.
However, in the fields of psychology and counseling a dual diagnosis refers to people who
have co-occurring mental disorders such as depression and substance abuse. Although the
term twice-exceptional is not synonymous with dual diagnosis as used in psychology, it is
not uncommon for students who are identified as twice-exceptional to have co-occurring
mental disorders. For instance, a student may be gifted with a diagnosis of autism and
depression. Current research on twice-exceptional students includes the following terms:
gifted plus, 2e, dual exceptionality, and dual diagnosis.
Definition. In the field of gifted education, the term twice-exceptional (2e) defines a
student who is both gifted in one or more areas of exceptionality (academic, intellectual,
creative, performing arts, visual, spatial, or leadership) and is diagnosed with one or more of
the disabilities (except intellectual disability) defined by the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act-2004 federal legislation (NAGC, 2010). For this study, the term twiceexceptional was used to refer exclusively to gifted students who are diagnosed with autism
whether they have another diagnosed mental illness or not.
Psychosocial issues. Counseling issues for individuals who are both gifted and have a
disability are complicated since their giftedness impacts problems from the disability and
their disability impacts the issues from their giftedness. Similarities between gifted children
and children with Asperger’s syndrome cause confusion in differentiating whether or not a
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disability exists. Table 1, Differentiating Characteristics of Gifted and Twice-Exceptional
Students with ASD (adapted from Reis, Baum, & Burke, 2014) shows the differences
between gifted children with or without Asperger’s syndrome.
Table 1
Differentiating Characteristics of Gifted & Twice-Exceptional Students with ASD
Characteristics

Gifted

Gifted with ASD

Speech patterns

Normal sound w/ advanced
language level

Seamless speech, pedantic
sound

Routines

Resist but go along

Low tolerance for change,
aggressively agitated

Self-awareness

Know they are different

Unaware how others see
them

Focus of attention

Disturbance is external

Disturbance is internal

Humor

Socially reciprocal

Word play humor, unaware
of humor when social
reciprocity is needed

Motor Clumsiness

No

50%-90% occurrence

Inappropriate Affect

No

Nearly always

Stereotypy

No

May be present

Insight

Good

Absent

Note. ASD = autism spectrum disorder; Stereotypy refers to repetitive or ritualistic movements and/or
utterances. Adapted from Reis, S. M., Baum, S. M., & Burke, E. (2014). An operational definition of twiceexceptional learners: Implications and applications. Gifted Child Quarterly, 58(3), 217-230.

Legal Mandates
Federal laws. The history of Federal legislation that protects and supports those who
are identified as twice-exceptional can be found in cases that protect gifted alone and gifted
with disabilities. The first important case originated with Brown vs. board of education in
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1954. This resulted in requiring public education to provide education to students with
disabilities in the public schools rather than only in institutions or at home. However, federal
funding was not provided to support this requirement until 1966 when Congress established
the Bureau of Education of the Handicapped.
The next legislative act in 1972 was the result of Mills vs. Board of Education of DC
and found that the states were responsible for the education of students with disabilities in
accordance with the 14th amendment of the U.S. Constitution. That same year The Marland
Report impacted gifted education by reporting on the condition of gifted education in the
nation. The study found a severe lack of funding for gifted education, limited federal
guidance, and low numbers of disadvantaged and minority populations being served in
programs. They concluded “enormous individual and social losses occur because the talents
of the gifted are undiscovered and undeveloped (Pfeiffer, 2010, p. 5).
In 1975 Public Law 94-142 Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA)
provided federal funding to states for students with disabilities and required that all students
with disabilities were to receive a free and appropriate education (FAPE). That same year the
Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) received federal funding for studies on gifted
education. And in 1976 the Council for Exceptional Children and the Connecticut
Department of Education convened the first conference on twice-exceptionality. It was
reported at this conference that the percentage of gifted students in the general population is
estimated to be equal to the percentage of students in the general population who have
disabilities. It is estimated that 3% of the population is in special education; therefore, it is
expected that 3% of those students are also gifted (Nielsen, 2002).
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The major federal legislation of the 1980s that impacted twice-exceptionality was
Board of Education vs. Rowley that required states “to educate students with disabilities to
their potential if they are performing adequately” and “restricted federal funding from gifted
students with disabilities who are performing at grade level” (M. E. Nielsen, personal
communication, May 31, 2008).
The decade of the 90s saw advances in the education of students who were twiceexceptional. The year the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) was
renamed Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) two major studies on twiceexceptionality were funded under the Jacob K Javits Gifted Education Grant. These federally
funded projects led to the inclusion of twice-exceptional students within the reauthorized
IDEA-2004 (Nielsen, 2002).
The major law impacting college-aged students with disabilities was enacted in 1990
as the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Because IDEA-2004 requires the education of
students who are twice-exceptional in the public schools until the age of twenty-one, once
these students are in higher education they are not covered under IDEA-2004 mandates. At
that time students with disabilities were protected under the Americans with Disabilities Act
that requires universities to insure equal access to educational opportunities or programs by
providing accommodations for students with disabilities. This act was later amended as the
ADA Amendments Act of 2008 (ADAAA) to broaden eligibility by enacting four changes to
ADA. First, the determination that an impairment substantially limits a major life activity is
made on the basis of the impairment before devices or medicines are used to alleviate or
support the disability. The second modification states that a disability still exists even if it is
in remission or episodic. The third change allows a disability to be eligible even if only one
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major life activity is impacted. The fourth change adds working as a major life activity to the
list of general activities that include communicating and concentrating. These current
changes under ADAAA could directly impact accommodations for students diagnosed with
autism spectrum disorder (Scott, 2010).
State laws. Laws vary widely among the states regarding the identification,
assessment and education of students who are gifted or twice-exceptional. Federal legislation
does not mandate a single definition of gifted or twice-exceptionality for the states nor does it
provide funding to the states for gifted education. The National Association of Gifted
Children maintains information on the definitions of giftedness for each state and each state’s
criteria for eligibility in programs (NAGC, 2010).
Current Research
Empirical studies of twice-exceptional college students who are identified as gifted
and diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder are rare and recent. Only five studies of gifted
college students with autism (GTASD) have been found in the last ten years. The majority of
these studies were case studies of one to five participants. The largest study (Muenke, 2011)
was a survey of 408 college support personnel to identify existing disability support
programs. In addition, another five studies were found by expanding the search to twiceexceptional young adults with other disabilities. These five studies were done between 1994
to 2007.
During the last fifteen years twenty-five studies were conducted with children and
adolescents described as twice-exceptional with ASD. Because of the increase in
identification of students who are gifted with ASD during grades K-12 and the resulting
interventions supporting their educational success, it is expected that an increase enrollment
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of these students will begin to occur at the post-secondary level. Research examining the
growing numbers of gifted college students with autism (GTASD) is greatly needed in order
to support their success in postsecondary education.
Methods of search. The following databases were searched: Academic Search
Complete, Academic Search Premier, MAS Ultra School Edition, Psy articles and Psych
Info. The keywords used in the initial search of the literature were twice-exceptional, high
functioning autism, autism spectrum disorders, gifted, Asperger’s, college, gifted, and
honors. This initial search found fifteen articles. An additional search of dissertations was
conducted in ProQuest for Dissertations and Theses using the keyword twice-exceptional that
resulted in twenty dissertations published between 1995 and 2014.
Only two of the dissertations used a sample of adults or college students and an
additional dissertation focused on PK-12 students identified with Asperger’s syndrome and
giftedness. A search of ERIC digest from 1995 – 2014 found nine journal articles when the
following descriptors were used: autism, pervasive developmental disorder, post-secondary
education, transition programs, college students, and Asperger’s syndrome. Among this
group of articles only five were peer-reviewed. With the additional descriptor gifted added to
the search, six more references were found. Four of these were state department of education
reference guides for gifted education programs.
The majority of research on twice-exceptional students is found in PK-12 education
with samples of children and adolescents. In addition, these studies are primarily in the areas
of learning disability with giftedness. A recommendation for further research in the areas of
young adults or college students is called for in these studies. In addition to expanding the
age of sampled participants in research on twice-exceptionality a call for research on twice-
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exceptional students with autism is often recommended or discussed as a limitation of the
current studies on twice-exceptionality.
Historical research. Historically the term twice-exceptionality originated in the
research of gifted children and adolescents who had a co-occurring disability. As a result of
an extensive literature review for this study, the largest body of research is found in the area
of children and adolescents with learning disabilities. Until early 2000, the majority of
studies on twice-exceptionality were theoretical. In the 90s the professional educational
organizations for the gifted and special populations began to call for more rigorous studies to
be conducted on the procedures for identification, types of assessments and approaches to
interventions needed for the twice-exceptional population in the public schools. Following
the reauthorization of IDEA-2004 when federal mandates called for additional services to
students who were twice-exceptional qualitative and quantitative studies began to increase.
Gifted children and adolescents with autism (GTASD). Over the fourteen-year
period between 2000-2014 twenty-five studies were conducted in the area of twiceexceptionalities focusing on children and adolescents with autism spectrum disorders. The
studies were theoretical, qualitative, or quantitative (see Table 2 and Table 3). The theoretical
pieces recommended teaching strategies, counseling issues, classroom modifications,
curriculum accommodations, assessments, and interventions appropriate for twiceexceptional students in the K-12 classroom (Amend, Schuler, Beaver-Gavin, & Beights,
2009; Bianco, Carothers, & Smiley, 2009; Foley-Nicpon, 2013; Neihart, 2000; &
Rubenstein, Schelling, Wilcznski, & Hooks, 2015). Two additional publications included a
literature review and a program evaluation published in 2011 and 2010 respectively. The
literature review spanned ten years from 1991-2011 and included publications about
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identification processes, interventions, and accommodations recommended for twiceexceptional students with learning disabilities, attention deficit disorders or autism spectrum
disorders (Foley-Nicpon, Allmon, Sieck, & Stinson, 2011). During this same time Kuo,
Maker, Su, & Hu (2010) published a program evaluation for a model program to identify and
evaluate the effectiveness of a talent development and skill-building program for twiceexceptional preschool children.
Five qualitative research studies were published. Three of these studies were
dissertations that included a study examining virtual learning environments for twiceexceptional students from the perspectives of teachers, students, and parents (Bryant, 2011),
a single case description of supports needed for a gifted art student with Asperger's (Johnson,
2010), and an examination of the relationship of onset of ASD symptoms and cognitive
ability (Huber, 2007).
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Table 2
Qualitative & Theoretical Research: Gifted Children & Adolescents with Autism (GTASD)
Author

Gender

Design

Purpose

0

n/a

Theoretical

Examines the effect of the educational environment on
behavior of 2e students and recommends effective strategies
and modifications of the setting

2

F=100%

Qualitative

Assouline, & Whiteman
2011

3

M =100%

Qualitative

Describes and compares characteristics of 3 students who are
2e with ASD, ADHD, and LD

Baum, Schader, & Hebert
2014

10

M=80%
F=20%

Qualitative

Describes in depth the cognitive, academic and psychosocial
attributes of 2e students with ASD

Bianco, M., Carothers, D.
E., & Smiley, L. R. 2009

0

n/a

Theoretical

Recommends strategies for teaching 2e students using a
strengths-based curriculum

Bryant 2011

3

M=66%
F=33%

Qualitative
Dissertation

Explores the experiences of 2e students with ASD had with
Virtual Learning Environments from perspectives of teachers,
students, and parents

Foley-Nicpon 2013

0

n/a

Theoretical

Reviews key research on 2e and introduces studies in special
issue for counselors

Foley-Nicpon, Allmon,
Sieck, & Stinson 2011

0

n/a

Lit Review

Reviews existing research from 1991-2011 on identification,
interventions, and accommodations for 2e learners with LD,
ADHD, or ASD

Gillman, et al 2013

5

F=60%
M=40%

Qualitative

To review changing laws & policies, examine cases where 2e
were missed, and discuss identification processes

Huber 2007

10

M=90%
F=10%

Qualitative
Dissertation

Describes the presentation of ASD among gifted students;
investigates the relationship of onset of ASD symptoms and
cognitive ability

Johnson 2010

1

M=100%

Qualitative
Dissertation

Describes supports needed for a 2e student gifted in art with
Asperger's

Kuo, Maker, Su, & Hu
2010

61

n/a

Program
Evaluation

Introduces a model program for identification of 2e preschool
children and to evaluate the effectiveness of the program
development of talent and problem-solving skills

Neihart 2000

0

n/a

Theoretical

Discusses the problems with identification of 2e students when
focus of assessment is on one area rather than both GT & ASD

Rubenstein, Schelling,
Wilczynski, & Hooks 2015

0

n/a

Theoretical

Reviews concepts recommended for curriculum models when
teaching students who are both 2e/ASD

Amend, Schuler, BeaverGavin, & Beights 2009

Assouline, Foley Nicpon,
& Doobay 2009

Sample

Examines relationship of giftedness and social problems;
identifies social difficulties impacting high cognitive ability in
girls with ASD

Note. 2e = Twice-Exceptional; ASD = autism spectrum disorder; LD = Learning Disability; ADHD = Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder; GT = Gifted and Talented; HFA = High Functioning Autism; PDD - Pervasive Developmental Disorder; SLD = Severe
Learning Disorder; IQ = Intelligence Quotient; ADOS = Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule; ADI-R = Autism Diagnostic
Interview-Revised.

Bryant (2011) examined the impact of a virtual learning environment on the academic and
social lives of three high school students who were identified as gifted and diagnosed with
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autism. Participants in the case study included one female and two male students and their
parents. Data was collected from interviews, psychological evaluations, and academic
records. Advantages of the virtual learning environment included flexible delivery and
pacing of academic content as well as safety from harassment. Although parents reported that
the virtual learning environment required substantial involvement on their parts, they felt that
physical and psychological safety was most important for their children.
Huber (2007) conducted a multiple case study analysis to develop a comprehensive,
empirical description of the clinical presentation of gifted students diagnosed on the spectrum
of autism. This study examined 10 school-age students from grades 1 – 6 who were identified
as intellectually gifted and diagnosed with autism, Asperger’s, or PDD-NOS. Only one
female was in this study. Significant findings included scores at a very superior level for
Verbal Comprehension or Perceptual Reasoning with a large range of variability among
scores for the Full-Scale IQ. Verbal comprehension scores were remarkably higher than
working memory and processing speed scores among most of the participants. This notable
discrepancy could lead to difficulties with task completion due to the student’s inability to
stay mentally focused on tasks. In addition, tests showed significantly lower scores on motor
functioning compared to the reasoning ability of all participants; and having a higher IQ did
not result in having fewer symptoms of restricted interests, repetitive behaviors, and social
communication deficits.
Eighty percent of the students were diagnosed with something other than ASD as a
first diagnosis, and that first diagnosis was usually for ADHD. Students with lower Verbal IQ
scores were diagnosed with ASD earlier than students who had higher Verbal scores. The
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diagnosis of ASD correlated with placement in special education services for sixty percent of
the students.
A study conducted by Johnson (2010) focused on a comprehensive description of the
supports needed for a twice-exceptional male adolescent who was gifted in art and diagnosed
with Asperger's Syndrome. An additional four more qualitative studies were conducted
between 2009 and 2014 that a) examined the relationship between giftedness and social
problems for two girls (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, & Doobay, 2009); b) described differing
characteristics of three twice-exceptional males diagnosed respectively with ASD, ADHD,
and LD (Assouline & Whiteman, 2011); c) described the cognitive, academic, and
psychosocial attributes of eight male adolescents and two female adolescents who were
twice-exceptional and diagnosed with ASD (Baum, Schader, & Hebert, 2014); and d)
reviewed the academic records of five students who were misdiagnosed (Gilman et al.,
2013). In examining the findings from all four studies the conclusions are 1) it is important to
correctly diagnose the twice-exceptional student because misdiagnosis of ADHD, LD, and
ASD is common; 2) it is important to continue support services for twice-exceptional college
students as frequently they may lose eligibility due to their gifted designation; and 3) it is
important to attend to the needs of the gifted college student with autism (GTASD) in
designing and implementing support services for college success.
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Table 3
Quantitative Research: Gifted Children & Adolescents with Autism (GTASD)
Author

Sample

Gender

Design

Purpose

Assouline, Foley
Nicpon, & Dockery
2012

59

M=85%
F=15%

Quantitative

Examines cognitive and educational variables related to 2e
achievement as well as the impact of disability to GT. Uses
measures of adaptability and autism among gifted students.

Assouline, Foley
Nicpon, &
Whiteman 2011

14

M=79%
F=21%

Quantitative

Describes cognitive, academic and psychosocial profiles of
2e SLD and recommends referral and intervention
approaches

Doobay 2010

81

M=68%
F=32%

Quantitative
Dissertation

Compares GT to GT/ASD students in areas of intellectual,
psychosocial, and adaptive functioning

Foley Nicpon,
Assouline, &
Colangelo 2013

317

Not
Reported

Quantitative

Surveys professionals and educators in 40 states about their
knowledge and experience with twice- exceptional
learners.

Foley-Nicpon,
Assouline, &
Stinson 2012

39

M=82%
F=18%

Quantitative

Compares cognitive profiles between 2e with HFA and 2e
with Asperger's to identify differences

Foley Nicpon,
Doobay, &
Assouline 2010

52

M=85%
F=15%

Quantitative

Examines parent, teacher and self-reports to identify
psychosocial and adaptive behaviors of 2e students with
ASD and compares responses between children and
adolescents to find developmental differences in their
perceptions of psychosocial difficulties

Frye-Mason 2004

27

Quantitative
Dissertation

Surveys 27 district GT coordinators, GT educators &
interviews 7 GT coordinators on policies and programs for
2e students, defines 2e, identifies these students and current
definitions, identification policies, and programs are
available or needed

Kalbfleisch 2012

19

Not
Reported

Quantitative

Determines criteria for identifying 2e students with ASD

Kalbfleisch &
Lougan 2012

44

M=59%
F=41%

Quantitative

Examines the impact IQ has on Executive Functioning
among groups of 2e students and GT students

Lindquist 2006

1

M=100%

Quantitative
Dissertation

Explores the lived experience of a 2e middle school student
diagnosed with Asperger's

Sumida 2010

86

Not
reported

Quantitative

Compares group of GT students with group of 2e students
with LD, ADHD, HFA, Asperger's and PDD to identify
best practices for teaching science

M = 57%
F = 43%

Note. 2e = Twice-Exceptional; ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder; LD = Learning Disability; ADHD = Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder; GT = Gifted and Talented; HFA = High Functioning Autism; PDD = Perceive Developmental Disorder; SLD
=- Severe Learning Disorder; IQ = Intelligence Quotient; ADOS = Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule; ADI-R = Autism
Diagnostic Interview – Revised; M = Male; F = Female.

Gifted young adults with other disabilities. Between 1994 and 2007 five empirical
studies were conducted on twice-exceptional young adults who were diagnosed with learning
disabilities or attention deficit disorder (see Table 4).
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Table 4
Empirical Research: Gifted Young Adults with Other Disabilities
Author

Sample

Gender

Design

Purpose

CatherineHoffman 2005

9

unknown

Qualitative
Dissertation

Describes the lived experience of
2e young adults with Tourette’s

Ferri, Gregg, &
Heggoy 1997

94

M=70%

Quantitative

Analyzes the assessment scores
on WAIS-R between LD students
and 2e LD students

Ginsburg 2007

5

F=60%
M=40%

Qualitative
Dissertation

Examines the internal and
external factors that contributed
to college success for 2e with
LD/ADHD

Hadley 2006

10

F=80%
M=20%

Qualitative

Describes challenging academic
experiences for LD students;
determines ways they manage
emotions related to academic
demands; and identifies services
needed to help them develop
autonomy

Reis & Neu 1994

12

F=25%
M=75%

Qualitative

Examines the types of programs,
accommodations, and
interventions used in higher
education for the success of 2e
students with LD

Note. M = Male, F = Female; 2e =Twice-Exceptional; LD = Learning Disability; ADHD = Attention Deficit Disorder;
WAIS-R = Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale – Revised.

In a study of college students with learning disabilities, Hadley (2006) examined how
these students adapted to the transition from a K-12 school experience to higher education.
Using Chickering’s theory of psychosocial development, a qualitative study of ten college
students found that disclosure of one’s learning disability to professors and self-advocacy
skills are necessary for successful college transitions. In addition, students reported that the
accommodations in college were not very helpful and the tutorial programs on campus were
inadequate because student peers ran them. Students with disabilities recognized they needed

39

better skills in self-advocating with their professors and they often felt that professors were
neither knowledgeable nor concerned about their needs.
Because few studies can be found on the experiences of twice-exceptional children
with Tourette's Syndrome, Catherine-Hoffman's (2005) study on the lived experiences of
nine twice-exceptional adults with Tourette's Syndrome is unique and valuable. This
phenomenological study based on interviews of the nine participants and supplemented by
eight biographical accounts found in the literature provides twice-exceptional children and
their parents a positive outlook on their future. This study found that knowledge of the
disorder is important to alleviate shame, self-doubt, and guilt. Also, the importance of
focusing on giftedness from an early age led to success for these participants by building on
their strengths. This study identified support from advocates as a critical component of the
participants' success and found that education of the social and emotional needs of twiceexceptional students was critical. Common traits of the participants included heightened
sensitivities, intense and persistent feelings, and an increased ability to concentrate.
A large study of ninety-four participants, conducted by Ferri, Gregg, and Heggoy
(1997), investigated the assessment profiles of non-gifted college students with a learning
disability (LD) compared to gifted college students with LD. The purpose of this study was
to identify their strengths and weaknesses and to highlight the paradox of mixed abilities this
twice-exceptional population exhibits. Findings of this study showed that twice-exceptional
students tended to be identified much later in life than the LD population and only 30% of
the women in this group had been identified in elementary school. Diagnosis did not occur
until college for over 40% of the gifted/LD group. A pattern of strengths in verbal
comprehension and abstract thinking scores, along with significant variability in cognitive
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scores on the WAIS-R can be an indicator of twice-exceptionality. This research further
exemplifies the need to investigate scatter among the subtests rather than to focus on global
or composite scores to identify GT/LD students.
One of the first studies to examine the needs of twice-exceptional college students
was funded under the Javits Act Program of the U. S. Department of Education in the early
90s to identify educational interventions, accommodations and assistance that supports the
success of college students with learning disabilities (Reis & Neu, 1994). Twelve
participants who had previously scored more than 130 on various scales of intelligence tests
were selected for this phenomenological study. Most of the participants had not been
identified as twice-exceptional until later in their school years and some were never
identified in school until an outside professional identified their disability. All students
attributed their success to compensation strategies including use of computers, word
processors, note taking, identifying key points, learning time management, planning and
prioritizing. Many took a reduced course load and all relied heavily on their ability to selfadvocate for their needs. Many students needed extended time for assignments and testing as
well as a quiet place to take exams. They used word processors, tape recorders, books on tape
and spelling machines. Three major themes arrived from this study that related to executive
functioning skills: (a) systems of support are unique to each individual, (b) an extraordinary
amount of time and effort is needed for success, and (c) the use of accommodations and selfadvocacy may be emotionally uncomfortable for the student. In addition to these findings,
parental support was a major factor in the success of all of the participants.
Another study that examined the factors leading to student success in college
surveyed 37 college students who self-identified as gifted and had a documented learning
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disability or ADHD (Ginsburg, 2007). Data was collected from the surveys and from five
individual cases selected from the survey participants. Results from this study identified five
themes that facilitated college success for twice-exceptional students with a learning
disability and/or ADHD as (a) parental support is necessary for negotiating success, (b)
motivation, perseverance, and determination are important, (c) ability to respond to
challenges and to reassess goals through self-reflection is critical, (d) accommodations
facilitate success when utilized, and (e) strategies for studying are a vital component of
college success.
Gifted young adults with autism (GTASD). Over the last fifteen years seven
empirical studies and three theoretical articles were found that examined twice-exceptional
young adults who were diagnosed with ASD (see Table 5). Taylor, Baskett, Duffy, and Wren
(2008) conducted a study in the United Kingdom of college students with emotional and
behavioral difficulties combined with a diagnosed disability. This case study examined three
students over a period of two years and included two college students with Asperger’s
syndrome. The purpose of the study was to identify reasonable and appropriate
accommodations for the higher education setting. They recommended consciously selecting
members for group work, providing alternative individual assignments in place of group
work, establishing systems for reminding students of assignments, tests, or activities to
attend, and working with parents or guardians in alleviating emotional and behavioral
problems.
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Table 5
Empirical Research: Gifted Young Adults with Autism (GTASD)
Author

Sample

Gender

Design

Purpose

Bagatell 2007

1

M=100%

Qualitative

Examines identity construction of young adults
with ASP

Cash 1999

0

n/a

Theoretical

Identifies the unique traits that are common to
individuals who are both gifted and autistic.

Krell & Perusse 2012

22

F= 73%
M =27%

Quantitative

Identifies the key roles of school counselors in
preparing students with ASD for college?

Lee, Duggan, &
Schuntermann (1999)

0

n/a

Theoretical

Compares diagnosis from perspective of clinical
psychologists vs. consultants for developmental
disorders

MacLeod & Green
2009

0

n/a

Theoretical

Identifies stressful events in college life & the
strategies employed to overcome them

Muenke 2011

408

unknown

Quantitative
Dissertation

Surveyed transition and accommodation support
services provided for students with ASD at 4-yr.
and 2-yr. colleges.

Pugliese & White 2014

5

M=100%

Quantitative

Investigates the efficacy of a program teaching
problem solving to college students with ASD.

Stokes, Newton, &
Kaur (2007)

63

M=64%
F=36%

Quantitative

Examines knowledge and interest in social and
intimate relationships in relation to stalking.

Szentmiklosi 2009

5

M=60%
F= 40%

Qualitative
Dissertation

Determines the self-determination skills used by
community college students with ASD.

Taylor, Baskett, Duffy,
& Wren 2008

3

unknown

Qualitative

Identifies adjustments needed to accommodate
students in higher education with emotional and
behavioral difficulties.

Note. M = Male, F = Female, ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder; ASP = Asperger's Syndrome; 2e = Twice Exceptional.

Cash (1999) discussed the unique traits of young adults with ASD who are also
gifted; MacLeod and Green (2009) examined events in college life that cause stress for
twice-exceptional students and offered suggestions to alleviate that stress. Lee, Duggan, &
Schuntermann (1999) compared the diagnostic perspectives of a clinical psychologist and a
consultant for developmental disabilities by having each professional evaluate the same
prospective client with ASD. Each professional was asked to formulate a diagnosis and
describe a treatment approach. The psychologist reported that the 21-year-old college student
was referred for assessment based on his complaint of depression and lack of emotional
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connections. He reported sleep problems, inability to make friends or have a romantic
relationship. In addition, he appeared disheveled, had odd movements with hands, exhibited
frequent blinking, and made infrequent eye contact. His affect was tired, anxious, and
nervous. His responses to questioning were vague and short. The WAIS-R and the Rorschach
were administered. The psychologist diagnosed schizotypal personality disorder with the
possibility of pervasive developmental disorder (PDD) based on his poor social skills and
family history of autism. Furthermore, the psychologist ruled out autism because of the belief
that it was a childhood diagnosis. Treatment recommendations were for intensive, long-term
therapy for a minimum of two years, antidepressant medication, and psychological testing to
rule out psychosis. Suggested therapeutic techniques included use of transference to test
perceptions of himself and others, a focus on verbal communication rather than non-verbal in
sessions, and emphasis on having him explain his feelings in words.
The developmental disability consultant diagnosed PDD over a personality disorder
and ruled out ASD because it presents in childhood. A neurological evaluation showed right
hemisphere dysfunction, which indicates problems with nonverbal tasks such as facial
recognition and affective tasks. Psychotropic medications were recommended for depression
and disorganization. In addition, individual therapy was suggested to focus on identifying
feelings connected to social situations. In this case, both the psychologist and the
developmental consultant missed the diagnosis of twice-exceptionality as each one was
diagnosing from their own training and perspective. These misdiagnoses impacted the
treatment recommendations and therefore support services made available to the student.
This example highlights the importance of the correct identification of the twice-exceptional
student.
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A study in Australia by Stokes, Newton, and Kaur (2007) investigated young adults'
social and intimate relationship knowledge and behaviors as reported by their parents.
Results from a group of parents of young adults diagnosed with ASD, HFA, or AS were
compared to results reported by a group of parents of individuals who did not have a
developmental disorder or ASD and were commonly referred to as neurotypical (NT). A
significant difference was reported on level of social functioning between the two groups
with the ASD group significantly lower. However, no significant difference on romantic
functioning was reported for the two groups. These results were independent of the sources
for obtaining romantic knowledge or social skills. Other findings reported were that social
functioning improves with age for neurotypical individuals whereas, individuals with ASD
need to learn social skills and knowledge from their peers and friends. Another difference
was found in the area of romantic functioning. Again, romantic functioning naturally
increases for neurotypical individuals because of age and information received from their
peers and friends. One remarkable finding was the decrease in romantic functioning of the
neurotypical individuals when they received their knowledge and/or skills from social
situations or from their parents or siblings. Young adults with ASD showed an increase in
romantic knowledge as their level of social functioning increased.
Significant differences were found between the two groups regarding their behaviors
in initiating and pursuing romantic and social relationships. Young adults with ASD
exhibited difficulties making small talk, understanding the concept of girlfriend or boyfriend,
expressing empathy, reading social cues and understanding social contexts. In addition, the
ASD group displayed unique courting behaviors. The ASD group initiated social interactions
less often than the neurotypical group; however, when they did initiate contact it was more
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likely to be to inappropriate persons. Targeted persons were often chosen because they were
kind to them, attractive, thin, or celebrities. Neurotypical individuals more often approached
friends or colleagues whereas ASD individuals were more likely to approach strangers in
relationship pursuits. Another significant difference was found in the amount of time they
would continue to pursue a relationship when the person did not respond. The ASD group
pursued the relationship despite a negative response from the individual or the individual's
friends or family far longer than neurotypical individuals. The ASD individuals often lacked
an understanding of why they were not getting a positive response and were unable to see
anything wrong with their continued attempts. These findings are alarming because intrusive,
persistent attempts for contact can be mistaken for stalking and puts individuals with ASD at
a higher risk for punishment or negative consequences due to their inability to understand
when interest was not reciprocated. Therefore, social skills programs for college students
with ASD need to promote peer interaction by including peers. In addition, this calls for
increased education of law enforcement and judicial agencies regarding the unique behaviors
and social difficulties of individuals with ASD.
Szentmiklosi (2009) investigated the self-determination skills of community college
students diagnosed with autism. Participants in the study included five students between the
ages of 19 years of age to 21 years of age. Four of the five students identified as Caucasian
and one was Hispanic. The sample included both males and females. They were all enrolled
in a community college in southern Florida. Szentmiklosi's study identified five key factors
supporting self-determination skills for the participants of the study: a) importance of
academic success, b) use of disability services and accommodations, c) need for family
support and influence, and d) difficulty with social connections on campus. Future research
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on students with ASD at four-year colleges was recommended as well as research from the
perspectives of advisors, advocates or instructors.
In addition, two quantitative studies surveyed K-12 counselor’s roles and
responsibilities and college support personnel in disability offices to identify available
programs to facilitate successful college transitions for students with ASD (Krell & Perusse,
2012; Muenke, 2011). These two studies examined transitional support at the high school
level prior to transition and at the college level during transition. These were large studies
sampling over 430 participants and the identified needs for transitional services were from
the perspective of the counselors and support personnel. Additional studies from the students'
perspectives are needed.
Another quantitative study examined the efficacy of a program to teach problem
solving to college students with ASD (Pugliese & White, 2014). This was a pre/post
treatment single subject design study using cognitive behavioral therapy over nine group
therapy sessions. The participants were all Caucasian males between the ages of 18 - 23 years
of age and attending college. Assessments were done at the end of the sessions and again two
months after the last session. Compliance was in the 80% to 90% range for attendance and
completion of homework. However, even with high compliance only two participants
showed significant improvements in problem solving despite evidence that all participants
reported they liked the program and found it moderately helpful. Students reported the
highest satisfaction with strategies to learn discrete steps in problem solving. Most
importantly, participants found the group therapy sessions to be the most helpful for them
because they were able to meet other students with similar problems, to share in problem
solving strategies and receive advice in a non-threatening environment.
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Only one qualitative study by Bagatell (2007) investigated the concept of identity
from the perspective of a young, male, adult with ASD. This ethnographic study followed the
life of a twenty-one-year-old college student living at home and resulted in an in-depth
narrative, describing his struggle with constructing an identity. He felt a tension between his
identity in the Aspie world and his identity in the neurotypical world. He reported severe
depression, self-harming behaviors, anxiety and issues with sensory overload as a result of
his struggle between these two worlds. This study suggests a greater need for college
students with ASD to have meaningful social experiences to facilitate their process of
identity development. Bagatell recommended against focusing on deficits through social
skills training and emphasized the need to provide real world social experiences.
Future research. One of the most pressing needs for future research is to identify the
needs of college students who are gifted and diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. The
NAGC called for continued support of gifted students as they transition from high school into
adulthood and independence because these are the students most likely to make major
contributions to our society (2010). Research exists on a) transitional needs and college level
program supports for young adults with learning disabilities (LD), attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and autism (ASD); b) twice-exceptional children or
adolescents with LD, ADHD, and ASD. Research is improving educational programs and
support for twice-exceptional students with ASD in PK-12 educational settings. Results of
this research are also leading to increased enrollments in institutions of higher learning for
twice-exceptional students with autism. Studies are needed to identify the transitional needs
of college students who are gifted and diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. Professional
organizations supporting the needs of students with disabilities repeatedly call on educators
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and support personnel to teach self-advocacy skills to students with ASD in order to develop
independence and self-efficacy. However, the majority of research about twice-exceptional
young adults with autism is theoretical or taken from the perspective of the outsider rather
than from the gifted students themselves. This study aims to give a voice to these gifted
students and in the process, enhance their self-advocacy skills and inform counselors and
educators of the transitional needs gifted college students with autism (GTASD).
Conclusion
Chapter 2 presented theoretical frameworks and developmental theories relevant to
this study. In addition, historical views of autism, giftedness, and twice-exceptionalities were
discussed along with pertinent federal and state laws impacting twice-exceptional college
students. In conclusion, the current state of research was summarized followed by the need
for further research about gifted college students with autism (GTASD). Chapter 3 introduces
the design of the research study, the selection of participants and the methods of protecting
their confidentiality. In addition, the methods of data collection and analysis are presented
and techniques for conducting a trustworthy study are discussed.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Introduction
This study examined the educational experiences of gifted college students with
autism spectrum (GTASD). Most of the research in the literature focuses on school age
students; few studies examine the college level students who are identified as gifted and
diagnosed with autism (GTASD) (Foley Nicpon, Doobay, & Assouline, 2010). This chapter
reviews the current problem, clarifies the purpose of the study, presents research questions
that were investigated, and offers a rationale for conducting a case study investigation. The
qualitative research methodology and the comparative case study design that was conducted
is described. Sampling procedures, protection measures, data collection and methods of
analysis used in the study are also detailed. This chapter ends with a review of strategies that
were taken to insure rigor and trustworthiness of the findings.
Research Problem
An examination of empirical research on twice-exceptional students found over 20
studies that focused only on gifted students diagnosed with learning disabilities, and another
17 studies were on gifted students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (Dai,
Swanson, & Cheng, 2011). All of these studies focused on identification and treatment for
children and adolescents; none of the studies included college-aged students. In addition, a
large body of research exists on the study of individuals with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD); however, only a few studies focused on the gifted college-age student with ASD
(Foley Nicpon et al., 2010). The number of gifted students with autism (GTASD) entering
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college is predicted to increase as shown by recent statistics, reporting a 57% increase in the
diagnosis of ASD (NCES, 2014).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this comparative case study was to understand the educational
experiences of gifted college students with autism (GTASD). Knowledge and data from this
investigation can help (a) improve transitional services currently offered at the high school
level, (b) guide school counselors in designing relevant college preparation skills, (c) identify
potential social communication deficits or difficulties, (d) help universities develop relevant
support systems to promote students’ success, and (e) educate counselors about the
psychosocial, career, and academic needs of this population. In addition, this study can
provide insight for parents or guardians about roles they can play to help promote successful
post-secondary experiences. The concept of dual-exceptionalities, originating from PK-12
classroom settings, is also referred to as twice-exceptional (NEA, 2006). For the purpose of
this study the term twice-exceptional (2e) is used to refer only to gifted college students with
autism (GTASD). Although twice-exceptional students may have any type of disability (such
as physical, psychological, or learning with the exception of intellectual disability), this study
used the term twice-exceptional (2e) to refer to gifted college students with autism (GTASD).
Research Questions
In order to understand the educational experiences of gifted college students with
autism (GTASD) the following research questions were addressed by this study.
1. What are the college experiences of gifted college students with autism?
2. What ecological systems influence their experiences?
•

What are their psychosocial counseling needs?
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•

How do they develop support systems at the college level?

3. What do counselors and parents or guardians need to know to facilitate successful
transitions to college for these students?
•

What transitional experiences promote academic success?

•

What transitional experiences hinder academic success?

4. What do college officials need to know to facilitate successful progress towards
graduation for these students?
Research Design
Qualitative methodology. Qualitative research is an effective method of inquiry for
subjects where little is known and where limited research studies exist. This approach is
appropriate when studying a very small population such as gifted college students with
autism (GTASD). In addition, only a small number of studies exist to fully understand this
twice-exceptional group of students from their own perspective. Researchers in gifted
education have called for more qualitative studies “to deepen our understanding of [this]
phenomenon” and to increase our knowledge from an “insider perspective” as opposed to the
current body of research that comes from an outsider’s perspective (Coleman, Guo, & Dabbs,
2007, p. 61). Qualitative research does not attempt to generalize the findings to a larger
population because the emphasis is on individual, unique experiences that are contextually
interpreted. Where quantitative research attempts to predict behavior, qualitative research
believes “human interaction and intuition are regarded as essential causal factors in social
context” and replaces ‘if . . . then’ statements . . . with ‘because of’ and ‘in order to’
statements (Popkevitz, 1984 as cited in Coleman et al., 2007, p. 52).
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Judging the credibility of findings from a qualitative research study is more
appropriate when based on the following criteria by Glaser and Strauss (1967; as cited in
Coleman, et al., 2007, p. 52.):
1. Participants must be able to understand findings.
2. Results must be relevant so that they fit the phenomenon being studied.
3. Results must be broad enough to make sense of and have relevance to similar
contexts.
4. Participants can use the results to have more control of their lives in the given
context.
Comparative case study design. Numerous methodological approaches can be taken
within the category of qualitative research, and researchers must determine which strategy is
best for their targeted audience. Case study design was chosen to examine the educational
experiences of gifted college students with autism (GTASD) because this approach is
effective for “investigating complex social units consisting of multiple variables of potential
importance in understanding the phenomenon” (Merriam, 2009, p. 50).
Using multiple cases helped exemplify the unique characteristics of the educational
experiences of these students by identifying common themes through cross-case, or
comparative-case analysis. A model of five (5) case studies is presented to conceptualize this
comparative case study (see Figure 2). In this figure, each case study consisted of an
ecological system that includes three levels represented by concentric circles around each
student. The circle closest to the student is a microsystem, followed by the exosystem, which
is between the microsystem and the outer macrosystem. Each case consisted of one gifted
college student with autism (GTASD) and the person or persons whom they identified as
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being their strongest advocate(s) for their success in college. From an ecological systems
perspective, the college experiences of the students are directly influenced by their
interactions with their family support systems and their interactions with instructors.
Choosing multiple cases and replicating the case study procedures with each case resulted in
a more in-depth analysis to understand the issue of post-secondary transitions from a broader,
more generalized context. This approach looked for commonalities in the experiences
through identifying themes, similarities and differences across all cases.

Figure 2. Conceptual model of a comparative case study: Ecological systems of gifted
college students with autism (GTASD). Model of the process of conducting a comparative
case study. Adapted from “Case Study Method,” by R. K. Yin, 2009, Case Study: Research
Design & Methods, 4th ed., p. 57. Based on the theoretical framework, a purposeful criteria
selection of participants is done, data from a survey is collected, and interviews are
completed. The model shows 5 individual cases; data is collected for case #1 and analysis of
that case is completed before beginning the process with each additional case study. After all
case studies are completed, a cross case analysis is conducted between all of the individual
cases.
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Because case studies seek to describe an in-depth understanding of an issue, a highly
detailed description of the issue is necessary (Merriam, 2009). By selecting multiple cases
that are each representative of a student support system, the trustworthiness of the findings is
strengthened. Merriam states “the more cases included in a study, and the greater the
variation across the cases, the more compelling an interpretation is likely to be” (2009, p.
49). Each case must be examined from multiple sources and with a focus on depth rather than
breadth of experiences. The goal of this comparative case study was to identify themes that
were relevant within each of the five case studies, as well as themes that were common
across all five cases in order to better describe the issues impacting successful transitions to
and during college for gifted students with autism (GTASD).
Sample Selection
Purposeful sampling. Selecting participants for the case studies that examined the
educational experiences of gifted college students with autism (GTASD) was not random,
but based on a purposeful sampling method that considered the representativeness of the
sample, the goals in describing the phenomenon, and the relationships of the sample (Hays &
Singh, 2012). Eight post-secondary institutions were selected from the southwestern part of
the United States. Total enrollment of the sampled colleges was approximately 94,500
students; enrollment of each of the colleges ranged from 1440 to 27,060 students. Out of an
enrollment total of 94,500 students in this population the disability offices reported a
combined total of only 137 students with ASD were registered for services at their respective
universities or colleges. Each of the disability offices extended invitations to participate in
the research study to all the students who they determined met the selection criteria. Of the
students who volunteered five were ultimately accepted into the study.

55

In order to strengthen the credibility and transferability of the findings it is important
to have multiple and varied cases for a cross-case comparison (Merriam, 2009). Each of the
five cases selected represented maximum variation in the sample (see Table 6). Each case
had distinctly different experiences; the cases were representative of multiple variables of the
college experience. Participants had attended public institutions, large and small universities,
community colleges, and rural or urban settings. Also, the sample included students who had
lived on campus, off campus, or at home. In addition, some had lived alone, with roommates,
or with family. The sample of participants included five students who were between 20 and
40 years of age; included two males and three females; were classified as a freshman, junior,
senior, and two graduate students; majored in the areas of humanities, natural sciences, social
sciences, and computer science; four were single and one student was married with three
children. In addition, there were five participants who students identified as their advocates
and included two parents, two professors, and one high school teacher.
Selection criteria. Finding participants for the study consisted of contacting the
disability offices at eight post-secondary institutions located in the Southwest. The initial
contacts were made by phone to request a meeting with the director of each of the disability
offices to discuss the proposed study. This was an informational meeting as well as an
opportunity to develop rapport and trust with the gatekeepers of the potential research site
communities in order to gain access to GTASD college students. Gaining access to the
participants was difficult due to the legal protections of privacy afforded college students and
students with disabilities. Although it was expensive and time consuming to travel
throughout the region, it was beneficial in establishing a personal relationship and gaining
trust and acceptance with the gatekeepers who controlled and facilitated access to the
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potential participants (Johl & Renganathan, 2010). At this initial meeting, the following was
discussed: the purpose of the research study, the selection criteria for participants, the
consent process, and the availability of private offices for interviews.
The identification of GTASD students and the selection of potential participants was
made by each of the directors who had legal access to student educational and health records.
The directors identified students as potential participants who met the selection criteria. Each
student participant was identified by a college disability office as meeting the following
criteria:
1. Identified as gifted.
2. Diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD).
3. Currently enrolled in college full-time or part-time.
4. Between the ages of 18 – 55.
The directors were given advertising flyers to post at their campuses (see Appendix
B) and they were provided with introductory emails (see Appendix A).
After selecting potential participants, the disability offices facilitated introductions
directly or indirectly. Some potential participants were introduced directly to the Principal
Investigator at a meeting facilitated by the director of the disability office. Other potential
participants were given an email address of the Principal Investigator and asked to make their
own arrangements to meet. A total of five gifted college students with autism (GTASD)
volunteered to participate in the study and were accepted to participate in the study.
Appointment times, private offices for the initial meetings, and follow-up interviews were
arranged for the participants by their respective disability offices or the participants worked
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directly with the principal investigator to arrange appointments and locate office space for
the interviews.
Selection for the study was based on purposeful sampling of participants with the goal
of the selection process to provide cases that were different from each other. In addition,
participants could withdraw from the study at any time if they decided they no longer wanted
to participate. They could express this verbally or in writing to the principal investigator at any
time before, during, or after the study.
Protection Measures
Confidentiality. The demographic survey (see Appendix C) began with the informed
consent statement (see Appendix E). Participants had an option at the bottom of the consent
form to select “I agree” or “I do not agree” to participate in the study. Those who selected “I
agree” were given access to the full survey either in online format or in print. The survey
allowed participants to opt out of any question they did not want to answer.
At the end of the online survey, participants were asked if they would like to continue
with the second part of the study that included three individual interviews. If they chose to
continue they were asked to provide the researcher an email address to set up a time and
place for the interviews. Each participant was asked to choose a private setting to meet
individually with the principal investigator. This setting was used when obtaining a signed
informed consent form as well as for conducting individual interviews.
Because the format of the individual interviews was semi-structured and contained
open-ended interview questions (see Appendix D) there was the potential for participants to
voluntarily provide personally sensitive information. In order to provide confidentiality each
participant created a pseudonym that was used during the interviews that was linked to their
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contact information, demographic and educational experiences survey, audiotapes of their
interviews, and the written transcriptions of all interviews. Participants were informed that
their actual names would never be used in any published reports about this study.
Storage of all identifying data was carefully protected. A master file containing the
link between the participants’ names and their pseudonyms was maintained until all data was
collected. The file containing the identifying link was kept on the password protected, hard
drive of the principal investigator’s laptop until the collection of data was complete. All data
that was stored on the password protected hard drive was erased and filed on an encrypted,
password protected flash drive after the data was analyzed. All data filed on the flash drive
will be erased, audiotapes will be erased, and written transcriptions will be shredded five
years after the study is closed.
In order to maintain a trusting relationship and to increase the trustworthiness of the
study all participants were given an opportunity to participate in member checks to correct or
modify the transcripts of their interview responses for clarity and accuracy (Merriam, 2009).
In addition, they were given an opportunity to eliminate any of their data from the final
analysis.
Informed consent. The principal investigator met with each potential participant and
discussed the written consent form (see Appendix E). To minimize possible coercion or
undue influence, recruitment letters and flyers were distributed by the directors of the
disability offices at each university. No personal contact by the researcher was ever made
with potential participants until they initiated contact to express their interest in volunteering.
The student investigator was the sole person who obtained consent from the participants, and

59

had completed the Human Research Protections Training which covers the ethical procedures
for obtaining consent.
A signed informed consent form was obtained prior to beginning the survey and the
individual interviews. Potential participants from a large urban university emailed the
principal investigator directly to arrange a private meeting in a private conference room at
their university library to discuss the study and the informed consent. Other potential
participants from a small rural university had their director set up this initial meeting at the
office of the director. In all situations, the written consent was obtained in a private location
selected by the principal investigator or director of the disability office with the approval of
the participant.
All participants were legal adults and able to provide their own written consent.
Several accommodations were made during these interviews to facilitate students with
autism. For example, one student requested to be seated facing away from the door of the
interview room and one student used a fidget spinner and wanted the recorder to be out of
sight. As much as possible the settings were free of visual and auditory distractions. Each
student was given a written consent form to read and time was provided to discuss the study
and clarify any questions or concerns he or she had before deciding to participate. In order to
facilitate auditory learners, the student investigator read over the consent form aloud with all
but one of the participants. Only one student requested to read it silently. This same student
wanted to clarify the legality of the wording throughout the consent form and made several
suggestions on how the consent form should be written. Whether or not the consent form
was read aloud or the participant chose to read it silently, a comprehension check was done
by the principal investigator by asking clarifying questions and having the participant
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summarize the material. These initial meetings varied in length from ten to forty minutes
depending on the questions and concerns of the student. A copy of the signed consent form
was given to each participant.
Data Collection Methods
Demographic survey. A demographic survey was made available online at
https://esurvey.unm.edu (Opinio 6.6.1) for all students who chose to participate in the study
(see Appendix C). The web address to access this survey was given to each participant. A
unique hyperlink was given to each participant and the link could be activated only one time.
Upon accessing the online survey the participant had to agree to the informed consent in
order to continue on with the demographic survey. The survey was developed to address key
issues identified by the following theories: Dabrowski's Theory of Positive Disintegration,
Chickering's Theory of Psychosocial Development of College Students, and
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Chickering & Reisser,
1993; Dabrowski, 1964). This survey contained 50 items grouped into three categories: (a)
general information, (b) school experience prior to college, and (c) college experience.
Interviews: Students. Interviews consisted of a series of three semi-structured
interviews for each student participant (see Appendix D). The open-ended questions began
with general questions to establish rapport with the participant. Topics for the student
interviews were based on Dabrowski’s Theory of Disintegration (1964) and recommended
counseling areas found in the American School Counselors Association National Model: (a)
academic issues, (b) social/emotional needs, and (c) career exploration (Appendix D).
A maximum of three interviews with each participant was scheduled. The questions
were semi-structured and used as a guideline for the interviews; therefore, questions were
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added or modified in response to each participant’s story. Because the story to be captured
was not the researcher’s story, the participants had control over what they wanted to discuss.
Questions were merely a starting point to elicit a description of the college experiences of the
students. This allowed the principal investigator to modify or add relevant questions as
unexpected areas of investigation occurred within the interview categories.
It was estimated to take approximately two months to conduct a total of twenty
interviews between the student and advocate participants. However, because the participants
were located over a large geographical area and times for interviews needed to be arranged
around student availability the interview process began in the fall semester and ended at the
end of the spring semester. Because the design of the study was qualitative, the interviews
were conducted until a saturation of data occurred as evidenced by repetition of information
or a lack of new information.
Approximately 60 minutes was scheduled for each interview at a time and place
agreed upon by the participant and the researcher. All interviews were audiotaped for
transcription purposes. After written transcription, the interviews were given to each
respective participant to check for accuracy and to modify, correct, or delete information at
the discretion of each participant.
Interviews: Advocates. Each participant was asked to identify an advocate who was
instrumental in their success in college and who would agree to be interviewed. Based on
Ecological Systems Theory it was postulated that each college student would have social
supports and advocates who could be identified within the student's microsystems or
exosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Each identified advocate was sent an email introducing
the principal investigator, describing the purpose of the interview and requesting their
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participation (Appendix G). One interview was conducted with each of the designated
advocates and held in a private location designated by each of the advocates. At this meeting,
the informed consent (Appendix F) was discussed and signed by the identified advocates
before proceeding with the interview. Each interview was approximately one hour and was
audiotaped for transcription purposes. The interview was a semi-structured format designed
to elicit their experiences as an advocate for the identified participant (Appendix H). After
the interview was completed and transcribed, it was given back to the advocate to check for
accuracy and to modify, clarify, or delete information at the discretion of the interviewee.
Photographs. Using a visual method for collecting data facilitated the interview
process for the student participants in several ways. This method helped to get deeper
meanings of the phenomenon from participants who were more comfortable with non-verbal
expressions, empowered the participants to be author of their own stories, enhanced creative
expression, and offered flexibility in telling their stories (Given, 2008). Furthermore, Given
suggested that the use of photographs can provide a deeper, richer, and broader view of an
experience that goes beyond the spoken word (2008). The use of visuals can stimulate
conversation and enhance the researcher’s understanding of the participant’s experience. In
addition, Hays and Singh (2012) suggested providing both oral and written directions for
collecting photographs that include specific goals of the data collection, specific questions to
answer, and privacy issues to consider. Each participant was given a choice to use a single
use, Kodak 27 exposure, disposable camera or their own smartphone. Four of the
participants chose to use their own smartphones to take photos and one participant asked to
take photos of her own drawings. They were instructed to collect a maximum of twentyseven photographs since that was the number of exposures available on the disposable
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camera. The photos were to be representative of their college experience. It was emphasized
that photographs could not include any identifiable people without obtaining their prior
written consent; therefore, no photographs should be taken of anyone other than the
participant. These photographs provided visual descriptions of the college experiences that
promoted as well as hindered their academic success. In addition to the oral directions,
written guidelines (see Appendix I) for photographic data collection were provided to each
participant. Each GTASD college student used their selected photographs as a visual
representation of what they were discussing during the interviews. The photos were used to
stimulate conversation and to help the student focus on the questions. The use of
photographs gave the students something to focus on during the interview and it was noted
that students were more animated and verbal when discussing their photos. This technique
was used to ease their social communication anxiety and reduced the need for making eye
contact or helped them organize the discussion. Analysis came from the information that
was given orally in describing each photograph. To maintain confidentiality no photos were
kept by the principal investigator; each student retained their own photographs.
Data Analysis
The inductive nature of qualitative research necessitates analyzing data as it is
collected so that researchers can keep the collection of data focused on the purpose of their
respective studies. Researchers do not know what will be found in the process of
interviewing and it’s necessary to “plan data collection sessions according to what you find
in previous observations” (Merriam, 2009, p. 172). Therefore, the process is circular and
continues until enough data is collected and nothing new is being discovered about the
phenomenon. Interviews were conducted until the participants had nothing more to say.
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Each of the student participants was interviewed three times. Each of the advocates was
interviewed only one time.
A comparative case study (sometimes called cross-case) requires two major areas of
data analysis: within-case and cross-case. There were five cases that were analyzed
independently and by using a within-case analysis to look for commonalities, themes, and
categories that could provide a rich, thick description of each case. Each case consisted of an
ecological system that influenced the research participant’s college experience. Next, a crosscase analysis was conducted to find themes that crossed over between the multiple cases.
Data collected from the interviews was transcribed from the audiotapes by the student
researcher and Zia Transcription and Translation Services, a professional transcription
company. Written transcripts were then transferred into HyperRESEARCH 3.7.5, a
computer aided qualitative data analysis software program (CAQDAS) that aided in
organizing and analyzing the qualitative data. Comparative case analysis was used to find
similarities and differences across the five case studies. The goal of the analysis of data was
to provide an in depth, rich description of the college experiences of students identified as
gifted and diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (GATSD).
Credibility
Several strategies were utilized to increase the credibility of the findings. Credibility
is a measure of the trustworthiness of the findings. Quantitative researchers would consider
this to most closely resemble internal validity. These strategies included triangulation of the
data, member checks, and peer review to increase the credibility of the findings.
Triangulation. The data was triangulated to increase the credibility of the findings by
collecting information from ten different participants. The sources consisted of five GTASD
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student participants and five advocates. The advocates included two parents, two university
professors, and one high school teacher. Data was collected from multiple forms of
information consisting of twenty-five hours of interviews, six surveys, five drawings, and
approximately fifteen photographs. Through the use of multiple sources and methods a
convergence of themes were identified that resulted in a rich, thick, description of the college
experience of GTASD students (Creswell, 2007). Further, the data was analyzed using
multiple theories of student development and counseling to explain and conceptualize these
phenomena (Hays & Singh, 2012).
Member checks. Throughout the data collection period participants were asked to
verify the transcriptions of their interviews to check for clarity of meaning, to correct or edit
errors in the transcriptions, and to delete, change, or add anything. This involvement by the
participants was classified as a member check (Merriam, 2009). In addition, each participant
was given the opportunity to discuss and validate the interpretations or findings made by the
researcher. This step was included to further strengthen the credibility of the findings
(Merriam, 2009).
Peer review. As data was collected and analyzed throughout the interview stage,
notes on observations and reflections were kept in the form of researcher memos and
discussed with peer reviewers to check to see if the researcher was interpreting data
correctly. Because of inherent researcher bias, it is important to look at the data from
different points of view to check that the researcher lens is not influencing the analysis. Two
different peer reviewers were used for this purpose. One reviewer was an experienced
qualitative methodologist and the other reviewer was an experienced clinical mental health
counselor. The research methodologist was a retired professor of education who published
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qualitative studies, chaired qualitative dissertations and taught research methodology. This
peer reviewer was used to provide another perspective on the objectivity of the researcher's
interpretation of data. In addition, methodology decisions were discussed as issues arose.
The second peer reviewer had twenty-five years’ experience as a clinical mental health
counselor and clinical director who conducted quantitative and qualitative research in the
field of mental health. The use of these two peer reviewers provided a check and balance to
prevent the researcher from making inferences based on personal experience or knowledge
rather than providing interpretations strictly from the collected data.
Dependability
Qualitative research measures the dependability of the research in order to ensure
there are no inconsistencies in analysis of similar data or throughout the study. The question
of how likely would the researcher’s findings be consistent with other’s views was addressed
by triangulating methods of analysis, maintaining an audit trail that documented all the steps
and procedures in the analytic process of the research study, writing researcher memos
reflecting on thoughts during the process and about the process, as well as utilizing the peer
review process to check for different perspectives.
Transferability
How well the findings of this study can be generalized to others is a question often
asked of quantitative researchers to test the external validity of the findings. However, in
qualitative research it is more applicable to think of measuring how well the results of the
study will transfer to another setting. Lincoln and Guba (as cited in Merriam, 2009) stated
“the best way to ensure the possibility of transferability is to create a thick description of the
sending context so that someone in a potential receiving context may assess the similarity
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between them and …the study” (p. 125). Each of the five case studies was described in detail
with quoted material from the participant as evidence to support the descriptions.
Maximum variation also increases transferability by providing a diverse and varied
sample that can increase the ability of the reader to apply the findings. The five case studies
represented GTASD college students from only two different ethnicities (White and Bi-racial
– White/Latino). They represented undergraduate students (classified as a Freshmen, Junior,
or Senior) as well as graduate students at the masters and doctoral levels. The GTASD
college students had a variety of living arrangements (single room in dorm, off campus
housing, living at home, living with or without roommates). The five GTASD college
students in this study had majors in the areas of music, political science, information
technology, computer science and forensic science. In addition, these GTASD college
students represented three females and two men whose ages ranged from 20 – 40 years of
age. Four of the GTASD college students were single and one was married and had three
children. Multiple variation was found in the sample of advocates who the GTASD college
students identified as their support systems. The students identified advocates from multiple
categories: parents/guardians, university professors, and high school teachers.
Reflexivity
The nature of qualitative research is personal, interactive, and generative in that
human behavior is unique and individuals interpret their world from their own unique
vantage point based on their individual experiences, beliefs, and values. The researcher’s
view is seen through their own lens of experiences and impacts what they perceive. In order
to increase the trustworthiness of the findings it is imperative for readers to understand the
assumptions and biases of the researcher.
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Researcher assumptions. This study was designed with consideration of four major
assumptions: (1) student development is based on an ecological systems theory, (2) higher
education plays a role in the development of students beyond academics, (3) development of
the full capacity of students with outstanding potential is important, and (4) a social justice
emphasis for counselors and educators to be advocates (ACA, 2014; CEC, 2010).
This study assumed the importance of macrosystems (e.g. college systems) and
microsystems (e.g. parents or guardians) to ensure the success of gifted college students with
autism (GTASD). Although students are autonomous and individually responsible for their
education, the systems that impact them are influential in providing a nurturing environment
for the student’s success in college. Therefore, a thorough description of the students’ college
experiences was needed in order to consider which of the various systems were influential in
their development towards graduation. In addition, it is important for a college to go beyond
academic or vocational goals to develop moral and ethical individuals who can contribute
positively to society. The college is a setting that values and nurtures the social development
of young adults while providing opportunities for academic achievement (Chickering &
Gamson, 1999; Locke, 2009; University of New Mexico, 2012).
The potential of GTASD students often is hidden by their disability, yet a capacity for
outstanding contributions to society still exists (Nielsen & Higgins, 2005). For example, they
may be the intellectual leaders who will create advanced technologies and solve global
issues. Not only is it foolish to ignore their potential, it creates ethical concerns (Council for
Exceptional Children, 2010; Leggett, Shea, & Wilson, 2010).
In addition, it is assumed that an appropriate role for counselors and educators is to
advocate for all students (American Counseling Association, 2014; Council for Exceptional
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Children, 2010). To observe injustices or to ignore helping those who struggle within
systems is unethical; it is not enough to acknowledge what is wrong. It is an ethical
obligation for those who are privileged to do something to change the system.
Researcher stance. Understanding one’s experiences, worldview, and theoretical
orientation helps identify possible biases that could impact the findings. As an educator and
counselor with over 40 years’ experience in higher education and public education I believe
students in college are autonomous adults; however, because their brains are not fully
developed at this age, college students still need support for cognitive and emotional
development. I believe that a college education provides valuable growth for students – not
only for improving economic opportunities but also for increasing critical thinking skills and
socio-emotional development.
As a parent of children who attended gifted programs in both the public and private
school sector, I experienced the impact of their asynchronous development. I was very
involved in their education and believe a student’s education is enhanced by active, parental
involvement in their education.
As a counselor, my theoretical orientation is based on ecological systems theory with
an emphasis on cognitive behavioral strategies for individual counseling. My experience
working with students from diverse multicultural backgrounds, including sociocultural, age,
disability or ethnicity, helped me understand the disparity in educational experiences due to a
lack of power and agency. I believe society is only as strong as its weakest links and that we
have a moral obligation to help others who are less privileged.
In order to support student success in college it is important to study successes rather
than failures. Gifted college students with autism spectrum disorder (GTASD) who are
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succeeding in college have the potential to make remarkable contributions to society even
though they may need psycho/social support to reach their maximum potential.
Methods used to counter the assumptions and biases inherent in this study included
the use of member checks that took the data back to participants for clarification or
modification in order to improve the trustworthiness of the story of their experiences. Peer
reviews were conducted with two experienced researchers to check for congruency of the
data with the researcher interpretations. A researcher journal in the form of written and voice
memos was maintained for reflection on the process and to critically analyze possible
misrepresentations due to personal bias. The researcher's philosophical assumptions and
personal experiences impact the study implicitly, whereas, the following limitations were
intentionally designed for this study.
Limitations and Delimitations
The primary limitations of this study was the small size of the population of gifted
college students with autism spectrum disorder (GTASD) and the difficulty accessing this
population on college campuses. In order to find participants for the study a large
geographical area and eight different colleges and universities had to be contacted in order to
obtain five participants. In addition, there is no requirement at the post-secondary level for
students to self-identify as having autism so securing multiple cases was difficult. The study
was further limited in the access to gifted college students for the same reason and because
no data on giftedness is kept by universities. It was thought that finding private locations for
the interviews as well as the class schedules of the participants would be limitations.
However, this was not the case. The main limitation was from the disability offices difficulty
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in identifying participants who were gifted. Students are not required to identify as gifted
and only one director had prior knowledge of giftedness.
Several delimitations were designed into the study. Participants were to be identified
as gifted, diagnosed with autism, currently enrolled in college, between 18 – 55 years of age,
and able to communicate orally. Locations of interviews had to be private and agreed upon
by the participant and researcher; the collection of the interview data was recorded on a
smartphone voice recorder. Further delimitations were made in the choice of individual
survey and interview questions.
Conclusion
This chapter discussed the purpose, questions and reason for investigating the
educational experiences of gifted college students with autism (GTASD). A detailed
description of the methodology included the rationale for using qualitative research and the
choice of a comparative case study design. The steps to this approach were detailed and
included sampling, protection measures, data collection and analysis. In addition, how to
ensure trustworthiness of the findings was described including the researcher assumptions and
biases, and the limitations and delimitations in the methodological design.
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Chapter 4
Findings of Comparative Case Study
Introduction
This chapter begins by describing the analysis process, presents an in depth, thick
description of each of the five case studies and summarizes the within case findings. Next,
the process of comparative analysis across all the cases is described. The cross-case themes
are identified and examples for each theme are given to show similarities of the cases. Core
themes found across the data are summarized to describe the educational experiences of the
gifted college student with autism (GTASD).
Data Analysis Process
The process of making sense of all the data collected in order to understand the key
concepts exemplifying the educational experiences of GTASD college students included
coding the data. First, the transcripts were put into HyperRESEARCH 3.7.5, a computer
aided qualitative data analysis software program (CACQDAS) to assist in managing over
twenty-five hours of interviews, surveys, reflective journal entries, and process, and auditor
memos. The use of multiple methods for coding data was done to strengthen the
trustworthiness of the findings and included using a CAQDAS program in addition to
manually coding data to develop themes (Grbich, 2013). This process used “a constant
comparison method of analyzing the data by continuously comparing pieces of data for
similarities and differences” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p.15). Saldana (2013) described
coding as a process of two cycles of splitting and lumping the data. To strengthen
trustworthiness of the findings, data was split and each line was coded. Coding each line
rather than choosing passages to code reduced potential bias that could occur from personal
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issues impacting the selection of data to code (Charmaz, 2006). Cycle I coding used in vivo
coding and open or initial coding processes. In Vivo coding was defined by Corbin &
Strauss as, “developing concepts from the data by using the actual words of participants
rather than being named by the analyst (2008, p. 65). Each line, group of lines, or paragraph
was assigned a code. Open coding (often called initial coding) also went through the data
line by line, but the concepts were named by the analyst. Cycle I rendered 518 codes. Cycle
II or lumping was described by Saldana as, “to literally and metaphorically constantly
compare, reorganize, or “focus” the codes into categories, prioritize them to develop “axis”
categories around which others revolve, and synthesize them to formulate a central or core
category (2013, p. 52). Cycle II coding resulted in eleven axis categories: a) Academic
Issues, b) Advocate Supports, c) Career/Financial, d) Communication, e) Comorbidity, f)
Daily Living Skills, g) Emotional Regulation, h) Personal Attributes, i) Social Issues, j)
Stigma of Diagnosis, k) Strategies for Success.
Within Case Analysis
Each case consisted of one gifted college student diagnosed with autism spectrum
disorder (GTASD) and the person or person’s whom they identified as being their strongest
advocate(s) for their success in college (see Table 6).
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Table 6
Summary of Demographic & Educational Experiences for Student Participants

The five cases included three females and two males who ranged in age from 20 years of age
to 40 years of age. Four of the students were single and one student was married and had
three children. Four of the students identified their ethnicity as White and one identified as
Bi-racial. Three of the GTASD students were enrolled in a baccalaureate degree program
and were classified respectively as a Freshman, a Junior, and a Senior. The other two
students were in graduate degree programs at the master’s level and the doctoral level. Three
students were diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome, one with Autism Spectrum Disorder,
and one as High Functioning Autism. Four of the students were diagnosed during the
elementary grade school years and one student was diagnosed as an adult. Students had
majors in the areas of music, political science, information technology, computer science and
forensic science. Although all five were identified as gifted by the college disability services
office at their respective university, when interviewed, four students verified that they were
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identified as intellectually gifted during elementary school. The other student was described
as creatively gifted during high school but never formally identified as gifted. This student
was educated on the East Coast throughout elementary school before moving to the
Southwest where she attended high school.
Each case described the GTASD student, their educational experience prior to college
and their experiences during college focusing on academic, social/emotional and career
issues. Data came from both the student’s perspective as well as the advocate’s perspective.
Open codes were labeled within each case study and In Vivo codes were identified with
quotations within each case. Five cases are presented under Within Case Analysis.
Qualitative research does not attempt to generalize findings therefore, a thick, rich,
description of each case is provided to increase the transferability of the study and allow the
reader to apply the findings to others (Schwandt, Lincoln & Guba, 2007). Finally, this
chapter describes the emergent themes found across the cases and identifies similarities and
differences found in the cases.
Case #1: Blue
Emergent Themes
Blue was a single, 25-year old male who identified as a bi-racial person, both
Hispanic/Latino and White – Non-Hispanic. He was the middle child in a family of three
boys. His parents were both college graduates with advanced degrees; his father earned a
Juris Doctorate and his mother earned a Master’s degree. Blue was selected by the Director
of the Disability Support Center (DSC) as qualifying to participate in the research study.
Interviews were set up by the director and held in a private office in the department. Blue
looked over the Consent to Participate and meticulously edited the wording before signing
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the form. He was very concerned with privacy and when asked whether he wanted to
complete the Demographic & Educational Experiences Survey online or in paper form he
chose the paper form. He completed the survey form and returned it the following meeting.
He declined to use the camera offered to him and chose instead to use his smartphone to take
photos. He brought a few photos to share during the following interview sessions. We met
two other times after the initial introductory meeting for approximately an hour each time.
Blue was easy to talk with, made appropriate eye contact, and seemed open and comfortable
describing his experiences.
“I’ve Kept It on Wraps”
During elementary school Blue was identified as gifted and was enrolled in gifted
classes from the fifth grade and throughout middle school. In high school, gifted classes
were not available to him and he did not take any Advanced Placement courses, distance
learning or online courses. Prior to college he was dual enrolled during high school at a
college. He earned a high school diploma and began attending college full-time at 17 years
of age. Also, he was diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome during elementary school. Blue
discussed whether people treated him as gifted or someone with Asperger’s Syndrome and
how was that different for him. He said he usually did not disclose that he had Asperger’s
and talked about one time that he shared it with someone in college who responded that they
suspected it and that explained a lot. He was offended by the remark because he believed
everyone is mentally different and said, “Just because a majority is a certain way doesn’t
make that right. It makes it normative. It doesn’t necessarily make it right.” In addition,
Blue felt people treated him differently when they know his diagnosis, “they start
discrediting me more or like ignoring me more. So that’s one of the reasons I’ve kept it on
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wraps is that I’d rather them take it from me who I am and what my thoughts are then oh it’s
because of this label.” He preferred to believe that Asperger’s caused brilliance because he
felt that everyone he had met who was diagnosed with Asperger’s was also very intelligent.
Blue reported getting extremely focused on a topic and studying it for days. He said his mom
would tell him he “had tunnel vision because of his Asperger’s and to stop it no one is
interested in this topic and you’re perseverating on it.” He couldn’t understand why she
thought it was a bad thing and felt other parents would be happy their son was learning
something so completely.
“Intellectually, I Nearly Felt Average”
His first college experience was at a small, rural college approximately 70 miles from
his hometown. Because he had always been interested in computers he chose a college
known for the Informational Technology program. He majored in Computer Science. For
the first time in his educational experiences he was among his intellectual peers and was
challenged academically. He stated, “It’s like elementary school you’re so smart. Middle
school you’re so brilliant. High school you’re so brilliant. College reality hit. I’m completely
average. Like I said I floated through high school and then going into college I’m like, I was
truly average there.” He said he was very surprised because he was always “very brilliant
compared to my peers… at least that’s what I was told.” Throughout his public-school
education, he was bored and often slept in class; but when he attended college his freshman
year he was competing with academically strong peers and said, “for the first time,
intellectually, I nearly felt average.” After a couple semesters in college he quit school and
returned home.

78

“Like a Goldfish in the Water”
For two years he worked in retail and saved money before deciding to return to
college. This time he chose a different college that was approximately 200 miles from his
home and a different major instead of computer science. When he returned to college he
chose another small, rural college that was farther away and approximately 230 miles from
his home. He decided to change his major to Political Science with an emphasis on Criminal
Justice. He seemed very motivated to become an attorney specializing in constitutional law,
criminal law or civil rights. He thought he would pursue a career as a Federal prosecutor.
Blue grew up in a family with a father who was an attorney and said no one ever talked with
him about being a lawyer “it was just part of my rearing. I was like a goldfish in the water. I
would go visit him at work. Where it was just a normal part of life to me.” However, Blue
said he never wanted to be like his dad and he had always loved computer programming.
Also, he felt pressure to follow a career that would be financially lucrative so he started
college as a Computer Science major. Programming was very easy for him as he explained,
“why I program so well is the logic side of programming. A equals B or while A is less
than… those are basic examples but it’s the flow of logic that I do very well and I can kind of
look down at the whole forest. And it’s like this connects to that connects to this, to that. And
that’s the same with case law.” He was enrolled 9 semesters and usually registered for
between 12 to 15 credits each semester. He did not recall ever dropping a class and planned
to graduate in May of 2018. During college, he was on the Dean’s list and Who’s Who in
Colleges during 2013. His current cumulative grade point average was 2.86 on a 4-point
grade system. He recently took the LSAT and was waiting for the results of his exam.
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“His Intellectual Peers”
Blue often spoke of friends and social activities he was involved in during college.
He lived in the dorms with a roommate and was a member of the following social clubs on
campus: ANIME Club and Political Science Club. He had a leadership role as Secretary for
the Anime Club on campus which had a membership of fifty students. He did not participate
in any off-campus social clubs and he was currently working part-time on campus. When
asked if he was dating anyone he said, “No, it’s complicated. I have a romantic interest.”
Blue considered a woman he was romantically interested in to be his “intellectual peer” in
the subjects of political science and civics but he said, “She blows me out of the water in
science. She ran circles around me. And I’m not really accustomed to that.” However, they
were just friends because the woman had told him she wasn’t interested in dating until she
finished her bachelor’s degree.
“It’s Just Like Mental Clearing”
Blue had health insurance and reported having no dietary restrictions, physical or
psychological health problems. He didn’t take nutritional supplements, over-the-counter
medications, nor any prescription drugs. He felt he got about the right amount of exercise
and preferred walking, running or hiking. Blue brought photos in to show his interest in
walking as a way to clear his mind and to relax. He reported that he walked constantly, after
breakfast, lunch, dinner and two or three times in the evening, “I’m just a habitual walker.
Sometimes it’s just like mental clearing. Just emptiness.” In addition, he liked playing video
games, listening to music, and reading as his favorite ways of relaxing or relieving stress in
his life. Another favorite method he had to relieve stress was to drink coffee. Blue spoke
often about how stressed he was about his Law School Admission Test (LSAT) scores and
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said that just thinking about it created anxiety for him. Blue had taken the test and his scores
were available; but he was afraid to look at the scores. He felt that the results would affect
his entire future and that would be extremely upsetting to him if he didn’t score well enough
to get into a law school. Therefore, he wasn’t going to look at the scores until he finished his
final exams.
“Stop Challenging Me”
He was currently registered for services at the college Disability Services Center and
received three accommodations in his classes: 1) extra time for tests, 2) authorization to use
electronic supports for note-taking during class, and 3) permission to wear ear buds and listen
to music during class. When asked, “Is there any support you would like to have on campus
that is currently not provided for you?” Blue responded, “Wish the university would follow
state law more.” He had strong opinions about how procedures were not followed correctly
and gave examples of how he had to challenge authority. The first example was about a
student government court hearing where he said, “The code of elections was violated so I
was challenging it. And they tried to call a meeting. A student government court hearing.
And I said because it’s not in compliance with 10-15-1 it’s an invalid meeting. I tried to
notify you so no one wastes their time. You need to do this and this to make it an appropriate
meeting.” He tried to file a complaint with the campus life director who refused to accept his
paperwork and they got into a heated discussion. Blue immediately left the office and
walked to the university vice president’s office and filed a complaint that resulted in the
meeting being rescheduled. He had also challenged one of his teachers his senior year in
high school so many times that the teacher finally told him “if you be quiet for the rest of the
semester and stop challenging me, I’ll give you an A, ok?” Blue reported additional
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instances at college where a professor had tried to stop him from using his laptop in class and
listening to music with his earbuds. The professor had not checked with the disability office
to verify what accommodations Blue needed. Instead, the professor confronted him in class.
Each time he was authoritatively challenged he became confrontational in defending his
rights.
Existential Questions
He reported being concerned with existential questions of life such as the meaning of
justice, the meaning of life, and more importantly, the meaning of his life. When asked if he
chose to study political science because of those concerns he reported, “It’s more of, what
came first? The chicken or the egg? Did I start asking existential questions because I’m in
political science or did I kind of ask before? I can’t really determine that.” He was
concerned about how he lived his life. He said he didn’t just want to survive, “I want to live.
But that’s very philosophical. It’s surviving living. And what is crime? And what is justice?
And who gets to define it?” Throughout the interviews Blue often came back to questioning
what was right and wrong and what his role was in correcting injustices.
Blue’s Advocate: Professor
When asked who he considered was his advocate for success in college, he had no
hesitation in identifying one of his professors. He highly respected this professor for his
knowledge in the subject area and his intellect. He found the classes challenging and he
wanted to take as many classes as possible from this professor. Blue contacted the professor,
asked him to meet for an interview, and facilitated the contact. Blue identified a professor at
his college as his primary advocate and someone he highly respected. A letter of
introduction was sent to the professor (see Appendix G). One interview was conducted with
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the professor at his office on campus. The interview was audiotaped and a semi-structured
interview protocol was used as a suggested guide (see Appendix H). Prior to the interview
beginning the purpose and procedures of the study were discussed with the professor and a
signed written consent was obtained (see Appendix F).
Blue was currently enrolled in a course with this professor and had taken courses in
previous semesters from him. The professor taught courses in Blue’s major, but he was not
his formal advisor in college. Professor Zee had extensive experience in law enforcement
and specifically in conflict resolution with domestic violence cases. One of his techniques he
used, not only with Blue but with all of his students, was to model effective communication.
He talked about the importance of applying academic knowledge and developing effective
communication skills to the real world and to the students’ future careers after graduation.
“They Have Different Ideas”
Prof Zee acted as a mentor when Blue came to his office to talk about issues he was
having in class over heated discussions with other students who did not agree with him. The
professor used that opportunity to indirectly teach communication skills by giving examples
from his own life experiences on how he defused heated arguments. He didn’t explicitly say
he was teaching him communication skills, but he gave concrete examples. Prof Zee said,
“You know, when I was a police officer and I’d go into a domestic violence and you have
two people in an argument . . . I used the experience that I had in telling war stories,
basically, to help him understand, ‘hey, I’m doing this same sort of thing as this domestic
violence case he’s talking about.’ Then they become aware of it with someone when it’s not
going the way they think it should. Because the person’s not listening, because they have
different ideas.” Through teaching by example, he was helping Blue learn how to handle
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heated discussions in the classroom and to respect differences in opinions. Prof Zee gave an
example of a heated discussion that occurred between Blue and another student in his class
and how he handled it. He used the incident as an example of real life issues and the
importance of learning to listen to others. First, he acknowledged that both students had very
excellent ideas. Next, he asked them how they were going to settle their differences and
compromise? Whenever arguments happened in his class, he would always allow arguing for
a few minutes and then he would acknowledge they each had excellent ideas. He always let
students in the class know he was going to stop and move on to the class content. Before
moving back to his class agenda, he would again acknowledge both of the opposing points
and relate the argument to real life, saying “I brought up again that this is the way it’s going
to be when you guys get out of college and start working out there. You’re going to run into
people with two different ideas. But how do you compromise? Do you not settle your point?
This we’ll need to learn how to do in real life.”
“True Understanding of Disabilities”
Professor Zee spoke about the differences in how professors view students with
disabilities. He spoke to many professors who felt all students should have to do the same
work regardless of their disabilities. Some professors believed they shouldn’t make any
changes or adjustments of their assignments, “I’m not having that person’s assignment
different from everybody else’s assignment because of his handicap.” Professor Zee took a
different approach to accommodations for students with disabilities in his classes. Rather
than singling out the students who needed accommodations, Prof Zee incorporated those
accommodations into the requirements for all students in the class. For example, there were
no time limits on his tests and the tests were made available online for all of the students in
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his classes. These methods of assessment allowed for the following accommodations: 1)
extra time for tests and assignments, and 2) testing in a quiet location without bringing
attention to those students who needed accommodations.
“Let Them Have Their Voice”
Professor Zee was aware that other students got annoyed at times with the amount of
questions that Blue would ask in class. He knew that some other professors would get
defensive and negative with Blue in their classes and “try to shut him down” when he began
asking too many questions. Professor Zee took a different approach in his classes. He
wanted to teach everyone in his classes to have patience and listen to others. By monitoring
the class for negative comments or the “what does he know kind of attitudes” he took that
opportunity to teach communication skills. Professor Zee instructed his class, “You need to
learn patience with other students and let them have their voice. I’m going to keep control of
the classroom, but he has his right to speak his mind in my classroom. Just like you do.” In
addition to correcting the classes behavior toward Blue, Professor Zee took time in class to
help Blue become more accepting of other students’ contributions by reminding him, “Don’t
tell the students. You know everybody is entitled to their opinions. Don’t judge people by
their opinions.” In addition to direct instruction, he often used personal stories to teach
communication skills. He talked about the authoritarian role of police officers who have to
police society and how important communication skills become when dealing with social
issues. He would notice Blue reacting to the topic in class and said, “Then we’ll talk after
class or he’ll come and talk during the day sometimes. He’ll start talking about his issues
with people and he’ll bring up, well maybe the communication needs to be better.” Because
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Professor Zee wanted his students to develop confidence and become critical thinkers, he saw
benefits in having students challenge information and ask multiple questions in class.
“Black and White Perspective”
He felt he had seen progress over the years in how accepting Blue had become of
other people’s ideas. Blue often focused on the written rules and would challenge authorities
who came up to him and took an authoritative position with him. He tended to have a black
and white perspective about written rules. Professor Zee was working with him to be “more
acceptable of others’ ideas and when to make confrontations and when not to make
confrontations. When not to get into that defensive posture that happens sometimes.” He felt
his role with Blue was more than being his teacher. He wanted to help him identify his
strengths and weaknesses and finish college. His goal was to prepare him for graduate
school or a career after college.
“Don’t Think of ASD as a Disability but a Gift”
Professor Zee considered the diagnosis of ASD as more of a type of giftedness rather
than as a disability. He talked about focusing on extenuating that gift and finding ways to
make it a strength rather than a weakness for Blue. He commented, “I don’t really think of it
as a disability. I look at it more as a type of gift.” Professor Zee thought it was more
beneficial for Blue to focus on communicating more in the classroom and with other students
in the university. He did not agree with those who felt it was a disability that he should focus
on overcoming.
“Competing with Yourselves, Not With Each Other”
Professor Zee organized his classroom around individual abilities. He graded
students against themselves and not against others in the class saying, “Some of you are more
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interested and have a lot more knowledge and have a lot more drive to want to learn more in
this area, so I’m going to expect you to go into that area.” He had different expectations for
different students in his classes depending on their abilities. This allowed Blue the freedom
to work at his ability level and create his own academically challenging assignments.
Another area Professor Zee focused on with Blue was in developing a helping attitude toward
other students. He gave him leadership roles in class by assigning him to be a note taker for
other students in class. Professor Zee had seen progress over the years in Blue’s confidence
and improved communication skills.
Educator, Advisor, Mentor, Surrogate Parent
Blue had always had a strong work ethic in his classes and he was an academically
strong student. Academically, Professor Zee worked with Blue to write more concisely and
to focus on only a few of the most important ideas. Because Professor Zee had known Blue
as a student in several of his previous classes, they had developed a close relationship. Blue
often came to the professor’s office for advice when he had problems on campus or for
clarification on class assignments. Professor Zee saw his role with Blue and all of his
students to be more than teaching academic content; he saw his role as a mentor to help
prepare them for the real world and their future careers. He said, “What we are supposed to
be doing is preparing them with confidence for when they go out in the world.” As an advisor
Prof Zee always maintained strict confidentiality and said it was an extremely important part
of his relationship, “I’m not going to necessarily say you have to do this or I’m going to go
tell somebody.” He encouraged Blue and all of his students to come to him if they were
having problems that affected their learning or campus life. He would listen and give them
different ideas. Examples of non-academic help included advice he gave one student for
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dealing with a speeding ticket and helping Blue manage conflicts with campus security. He
felt if he just listened and gave students time to talk about their problems or issues they
would come up with the solutions themselves. When asked for advice he would give other
advocates in working with GTASD college students he felt the most important quality was
having good communication skills. It was most important to develop your listening skills in
order to help students work through their issues themselves.
Case #2: Kayle Djorg
Emergent Themes
Kayle was a 23-year old, male college student who identified as White – NonHispanic. He referred to his diagnosis as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Autism, or HighFunctioning Autism. He was single, had no children and was never married. He came from a
family of four with a younger brother. His mother graduated from college with a bachelor’s
degree and his father owned a computer business.
Kayle remembered exactly when he was first diagnosed with ASD and said, “It was
seven months before my 8th birthday. I was diagnosed as high functioning autism on the very
mild end of the spectrum. So really the only thing that was affected was my interpersonal
skills.” A year later, during the 3rd grade, he was identified as gifted. During those early
years in school he moved around often and tried different types of school settings that
included home school, private school and public school. During middle school and high
school, he attended public schools. Finally, in 5th grade his parents found a twice-exceptional
program that worked for him. A teacher who specialized in teaching twice-exceptional
students held the program outside of the school day. The program focused on social skills
training. Kayle attended classes weekly from 5th grade until after high school graduation.
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The program in the summers ran for two weeks only. He excelled academically in high
school; he was in Honors classes and Advanced Placement courses that included Algebra I &
II, and Geometry. Because of his high ACT scores, he was offered scholarships for college.
Kayle was currently completing his final semester as an undergraduate senior and planned to
graduate with a Bachelor of Arts degree in Information Security and Assurance. He was
currently enrolled as a full-time student at a small, rural college located approximately two
hundred and fifty miles from his hometown. However, that was not where he began his
college career.
After graduating from high school with a diploma he attended a large, urban
university located in his hometown. Kayle chose the college based on his ability to live at
home and the financial aid package he was offered. Because of his personal interest and
experience with computers helping his father, he declared Computer Science as his major.
He said he had no problems with his first experience attending a university with an
enrollment of approximately 35,000 undergraduate and graduate students. However, for the
first time in his education he encountered classes that were academically challenging for him.
“I was fine with the programming; I just didn’t like fixing all the problems that came up from
my rather nicely organized code. I thought it was small mistakes anyway, so I, plus I had
trouble with calculus.”
“Those Were Quite Rare”
His freshman year in college brought an unexpected challenge; for the first time, he
found himself struggling to pass a math course. Throughout his education he said he had
rarely earned a C, “I think one or two. Those were quite rare.” He was going to the
professor’s office hours daily to get personal help and said, “It just isn’t making any sense.
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Obviously, this is completely different from what I’m used to. Then I find out I passed the
class, but I passed it with a C. So, I thought, I knew I would have to get a B in Calculus I in
order to meet the requirements for my degree, then I’d have to go to Calculus II. So, I’d have
to take Calculus I again and again until I reached a B.” His father felt this was shocking for
Kayle because he was academically gifted in math and scored higher in his math ACT than
any other subject areas and said, “He knew that calculus was his kryptonite if you will.” His
parents supported him in dropping the Computer Science major and helped him look for
another college. The following year he transferred to a small community college in his
hometown that had a computer program and allowed him to still live at home. The computer
program at the community college had an emphasis on business rather than programming. At
the end of that second year, Kayle said he realized he did not want to run a business and that
a computer business wouldn’t fit with his lifestyle. He said, “I don’t want to add any
complexity to my life; I want simple as possible. That way I don’t have to spend any extra
brain time thinking about my life. I can just, I can focus on what really is essential. Kind of
how I like to have my life. Nothing, no really extra complexity to it as much as possible.”
Kayle began to look at other colleges for the next year. He methodically analyzed his college
options and selected several campuses that were possibilities. His primary concerns were
financial aid packages and majors that would accept all his previous coursework because he
was motivated to still graduate in four years.
“Not Really an Options Kind of Person”
His parents planned to take him to visit four colleges. They wanted him to check out
several different colleges to see what options were out there for him. But when they got to
the first in state, public college, he liked it immediately and wouldn’t even go look at another
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college. Ann said, “Kayle’s not really an options kind of a person. When he sees something
that’s what he wants.” Although he preferred to live at home he chose a small, rural college
of approximately 3500 students that was located 250 miles from his home. He entered as a
sophomore so he did not have to live on campus. He had an apartment with a roommate.
Kayle enrolled in 12 to 15 credits a semester, never dropped a course and maintained a
cumulative grade point average between 3.6 and 4.0 each semester. He excelled
academically, was always on the Dean’s List, and was graduating Magna Cum Laude. Most
importantly, he received a full scholarship and finished in four years even though he had
transferred colleges two times before finding the right match. Kayle laughed and remarked
on how unusual his college journey was since most students started at a community college
and then matriculated to a large university.
“Disability Services Center is the Portal”
The Disability Services Center at his university provided several accommodations for
him including testing in a quiet area, extended time for tests or assignments, and a note taker.
Kayle registered for services at the center when he first matriculated and continued to use
their services each academic year. He didn’t feel he needed any additional supports other
than what was provided. As he progressed in college and began focusing more on subjects in
his major he used those accommodations less often and said, “Either I got better at taking
tests or the tests were more straightforward. I didn’t really take up as much time or I made
sure I got to the point where I didn’t really need that one anymore.” However, he
recommended that students should register with the disability services center on their campus
because, “disability services are the portal through which you can access whatever
accommodations you need.” When he first entered college, he took a reduced course load of
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no more than 12 credit hours per semester, but after he adjusted to college and began taking
courses in his major area he was able to increase his course load.
Disclosure
His parents never recalled actually discussing his diagnosis with him. Ann said she
didn’t remember ever talking with Kayle about his diagnosis and said, “I’m not sure we ever
sat him down and said, ‘you have autism’ I don’t know if we ever did that at first.”
However, she said when he got into high school he knew he had autism and he began to
research it. She never recalled him being concerned about it. In addition, Kayle said he had
never disclosed his disability to any of his professors in college.
Hypersensitivities
He reported having a few dietary issues and some hypersensitivities. He was lactose
intolerant and said he was sensitive to touch, “I am hypersensitive to the feel and fit of
certain types of clothing. Certain fabrics are very uncomfortable for me. Also, if the
clothing doesn’t fit just right, I experience great discomfort.” Because he was also
hypersensitive to sound he had an accommodation in college to take his tests in a quiet
location. His parents, Louis and Ann told of their concerns about his auditory issues when he
was younger.
“Thought He Was Hearing Voices”
Louis recalled how they learned about Kayle’s hypersensitivity to sound. Kayle
began complaining about hearing noises in his bedroom walls. Because they couldn’t hear
anything, his parents were fearful that Kayle was hearing voices and might be schizophrenic
because they couldn’t hear anything. Kayle kept insisting that he heard something in the
walls. He told them, “I lay hear and I can hear scratching, I can hear something in the wall.”
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They knew he had auditory and visual processing issues so they thought it was his
imagination playing tricks on him. Louis said they were both relieved when a few months
later they were painting his room, “We pulled the bed back and we found underneath the
paper sheetrock there was something that had been boring into the gypsum, some weird little
mite. And that’s what he’d been hearing and I never could hear it.”
Independent Living
Kayle had varied living arrangements throughout his college career that included
living at home with his family the first year and living on campus. His senior year he lived
with a roommate in a four bedroom two bath apartment. They usually had friends over on
Friday until his roommate left during the school year. After that Kayle lived there alone.
Managing the daily living skills of cooking, shopping, laundry, and house cleaning were
stressful for him and detracted from his schoolwork. He wished he had known more about
setting up an apartment to make it easier when he went off to college. He remembered the
stress of organizing and “trying to figure out how I was going to accessorize or put hangers
in my apartment.” He also had a car and drove home from college occasionally; however, his
parents came to visit him more often.
“A Regular Roller Coaster”
Kayle currently had health insurance and reported having no history of physical or
psychological health problems. He said he didn’t take any nutritional supplements, over-thecounter medications, or prescription drugs. However, his parents reported that Kayle had
issues with anxiety and depression. Ann felt that bothered him more than the label of autism.
His parents said that he had taken medication for Attention Deficit Disorder beginning in
middle school. They thought it was necessary for him to take medication in order to stay
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focused and to help with his frustration and anger. When he stopped the medication after
high school it was “a regular roller coaster because he wasn’t used to the ups and downs of
emotions. After he got off of it he had a transition period of about two years that he really
had a hard time dealing with his emotions. Angry. Sad. Happy.” Kayle reported that he got
about the right amount of exercise and preferred aerobics and weight lifting. To prevent or
relieve stress and anxiety he exercised or relaxed by watching his favorite shows and videos.
“Who to Talk to or Where to Go”
When asked if he was currently active with any social clubs on or off campus he
commented that he wanted to join a club and thought the college could facilitate that better
and said, “Another nice thing would be if they clearly posted whatever clubs or little sorts of
things were on campus. I have a hard time finding if there’s any kind of club in my degree. I
don’t know who to talk to or where to go on that either.” He knew he needed to attend social
activities as well as eat well, rest, de-stress, and decompress. He felt there never was enough
time and said, “Whoever wrote that never went to college apparently. You need to relax in
college? Have you ever gone to college? Go to college and then talk to me about it.” Also,
Kayle was interested in doing volunteer work but felt he needed more free time to relax. He
talked repeatedly about being stressed and often overwhelmed with responsibilities.
“Plot Out a Plan”
One of the most important strategies Kayle recommended for new students was to get
familiar with the location of your classes, places to shop, the disability services office and
“plot out a plan on a map where everything is on campus and off campus.” He talked about
the importance of doing this so he didn’t have to rush in the mornings and had less anxiety.
He talked about how different the schedule was in college compared to high school. There
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were more choices and less structure which had benefits and drawbacks. He said, “I’d have
like a time in between to focus on just one class and it wouldn’t have to be all of them all of
the time. Also, I didn’t have to take, you know, four different classes every day I could space
them out a little bit more and reduce the load somewhat which was a good thing.” The
drawback was that you had to be better with time management and organizing your
schedules. In high school, everything was scheduled for students and they didn’t have to
think about it.
“Forget Things If My Routine Is Thrown Off”
Kayle thought people who were gifted and diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder
needed a routine. They need to have “a vigorous routine that they follow and if something
throws that off it
can really mess up your day.” That routine was very important to him, and without it he
would be disoriented and said, “I’m prone to forgetting things if my routine is thrown off.”
“How to Balance Everything”
Kayle felt students would benefit from learning how to manage their own time before
they got to college. It was important to schedule homework, classes and free time. He
recommended a class for high school students or freshman college students and said that
“time management on how to balance everything together so that you’re not overwhelmed”
was helpful with not only homework and classes but so that “you also have some time where
you don’t have to do anything. You just sit on the couch and nap or listen to complete
nonsense on the television. Just relax.” Managing finances was another skill he thought
GTASD students should learn before going off to college. He said it took some knowledge to
find the best prices for groceries, know where the cheapest school supplies can be found and
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that there were tricks to saving money. He said,” All these little tips and tricks would have
been nice to know instead of having to find them on my own.” He suggested having students
take a class prior to college to learn ahead of time how to manage their money.
“The Train Went Off the Rails”
During spring break Kayle made a trip alone to visit a university in the Midwest that
he was considering for graduate school. He traveled alone and visited the campus. He met
with college personnel to learn about the degree requirements as well as residency
requirements. He felt the trip was beneficial and he said, “I know about how long it will take
me depending on how many classes I take. I even have the general plan as to how to progress
along. I got so much information on the next step.” He had a cousin who lived there and
attended the college. She showed him the residence halls and the best places to live. His trip
was very rewarding but not without problems. He planned to take a train to the Midwestern
city and then return by air. Shortly after leaving on the train he called his parents around
midnight and said, “Just want you to know everything’s okay, but our train went off the
rails.” He handled the situation calmly and kept his parents informed throughout the ordeal.
He wasn’t injured, just a little sore. His parents said they wanted to drive out immediately
and get him, but they didn’t need to since he seemed to handle the emergency well. Kayle
talked about the next step in his education was to get a graduate degree in technology and
find a job. He wasn’t sure what he would do for a career, but knew he wanted to continue
with his education. A doctoral degree was a possibility, but he wasn’t good at writing and
worried that he wouldn’t be successful. He was going to wait and see how he did in graduate
school before he made a decision. Kayle talked about existential questions of life. He said, “I
am concerned with my purpose in life. What am I to do to give my life meaning?” He hoped
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he was working on finding that meaning and felt hopeful that he would find his purpose in
life.
Kayle had advice for parents who wanted to be the best advocates they could for their
children going off to college. He suggested that parents should always be available and open
to questions. He said that GTASD students would have a lot of questions because, “They
don’t really connect the dots very well. They don’t make assumptions very easily, or they
have a hard time figuring out what to do from what other people do. Sometimes it’s not
always obvious.” He thought parents should check in often enough to let them know they are
always there if they are needed.
Kayle’s Advocates: Parents
Ann and Louis felt they probably made a lot of mistakes but they did the best they
could with the knowledge they had and most importantly, they said, “I don’t think he would
be successful without us.” Kayle’s parents spoke of the early years in school when Kayle was
having difficulty. Kayle was an only child for six years before the parents had another boy
and could compare their behaviors. “Then people started saying something to us about him,
but he was like really smart, just you didn’t discipline him right or he was just naughty or
whatever. So, we knew something was off, just not quite right, but he was a really smart kid.”
Ann recalled how they struggled to find the right schools for him beginning in kindergarten
until the fifth grade. His behavior from first grade through third grade had increasingly
declined, “I mean it was bad. Kayle would run away. He destroyed a room. The police were
called. They put him in a developmentally backwards type classroom.” The private school
didn’t have experience with students with autism, so he struggled in school until the parents
decided to send him to a public school in third grade. It was at that school that he was first
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diagnosed with autism. Shortly after moving to the public school his teacher began noticing
incongruent behaviors. He would not look her, he focused on putting pencils and other items
in his ears, and he would not pay attention in class. However, when he was asked a question
in class he always knew the answer. During the third grade a teacher in the gifted program
took him under her wing and made it her mission to get him through third grade. Although
this teacher identified him as twice exceptional there wasn’t a program at that school for
gifted students with autism spectrum disorder.
After he was diagnosed and they learned about autism some of his behaviors began to
make sense, “You could only call him ‘Kayle’, oh my goodness, do not even call him son or
buddy. He would come unglued. You had to take, we went to church, and you had to go the
same way every time. The same exact way.” After his diagnosis, he was placed in a blended
classroom that was half gifted and his behaviors improved slightly because of the challenging
academics. Again, they moved into another school during fifth grade that had a specialized
program for students who were twice exceptional and Ann said, “Fifth grade changed his life
forever. I mean that was the turning point for him. It was a true twice exceptional class.”
From third grade until high school he was assigned an aid who was with him in all of his
classes. By high school he went to early college academy that was geared toward
academically achieving students. The school focused on academics and didn’t have sports or
extra-curricular activities. He graduated with honors from high school and received
scholarships to attend college.
“If They’re So Smart Why Can’t They Function Normally?”
Ann talked about how people perceived Kayle’s behavior from the time he was
young. They looked back and wondered if they could have done things differently. Ann said,
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“The first thing people noticed about him was how smart he was. They blamed his parents
for his behavior and assumed it was either a lack of discipline or he was just a brat. They
would say, ‘If they’re so smart why can’t they function normally?’ And it’s still that way in
college.” Ann said she helped Kayle with organization, independent living skills, and
emotional support his whole life. However, he has needed less help over the years.
Kayle’s parents helped him move to the college and set up his apartment for living.
They visited regularly during the first year he was away from home, but they were going
down to visit less often since the beginning of his senior year. They made the initial contact
with the disability services center for Kayle and thought the office did a good job supporting
him. Kayle met regularly with the support person at the office, but his parents had hoped the
office would have organized more social activities and group functions for him.
“Needs a Lot of Supervision with His School Work”
The main support his mother gave Kayle was in organization and time management.
Ann was more involved in supervising his school work when he was attending colleges and
living at home. She said, “He needs a lot of supervision with his school work to stay on track
and on schedule.” As he progressed through college he needed less help to stay on track.
When he lived at home she helped on a daily basis, but he eventually took over more of the
responsibility. By his senior year he picked up on his own approximately fifty percent of the
time. One strategy Ann taught him was to meet his professor at the beginning of the
semester to introduce himself. She told him, “Go. I don’t care what kind of question you
had. Go ask him something. Just go in there so they know what you look like. If they know
your face, they’ll look for you in class and you’ll have a connection.” She wanted him to feel
comfortable to go to his professor if he ever had trouble with the course. In the beginning of
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each semester she helped him organize his syllabi, and keep track of homework. She would
call periodically and ask about his grades. As he progressed through college she did this less
and less and only for a few difficult courses.
“Adults a Little Bit Older Than Him”
Kayle’s mom was most concerned about his social life and felt he was lacking in that
area. She said if you asked him about his friends, he would probably say he had two friends
that he met online. She wanted him to be more social but didn’t know how to make that
happen for him. He had never been interested in teenage young adult issues. He could be
very social but it was usually with adults older than himself. She talked about how outgoing
and chatty he was saying, “He went out to dinner with my mom and her friends. Oh, they
think that he’s just the greatest and he’s so funny.” However, she said he just isn’t interested
in the same things as his peers in college.
“There’s a Girl Out There for Him”
Socially Kayle never had difficulties talking with anyone. He did have slow
processing speed which resulted in a delay at times in saying what he was thinking. This
usually happened when he talked about something unfamiliar. However, if you asked him to
talk about his computers he had no delay. Kayle had never dated and his mom said, I really
would like to think that there’s a girl out there for him. A wife. But she’s going to have to be
a little nerdy herself.” Ann hoped he would have a few long-term friends if that wasn’t
possible.
Independent Living
Another area that his parents focused on was how to live alone. They taught him how
to do laundry, clean, shop, and cook. They felt it took longer for Kayle to learn these skills
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than it probably did for neurotypical students. Their concern was that he often became
overwhelmed and anxious when he had too many things to do. When the demands of the
semester increased around exam times they would go down to visit and help with cleaning,
laundry, and cooking. Ann said, “Last spring semester I had to go over there and clean. He
hadn’t cleaned. It was dirty laundry, toilet was ugly, did dirty dishes. Because it was coming
crunch time and he was starting to panic.” He said, “I’m just being crushed, swallowing up.”
He was feeling overwhelmed and lonely. Louis cooked several meals and put them in the
freezer for times when Kayle was too busy to cook.
“The Right Setting and The Sky’s the Limit”
Louis talked about his son’s career potential and felt that Kayle was a genius and set
his expectations too low. When it came to knowledge of subject matter, Kayle was
exceptional. However, Louis was worried that his social skills would hold him back in life
and concerned he would never reach his full potential. When they thought about a career or
employment for Kayle’s future his parents were guardedly optimistic. He had several
positive experiences working. He worked in the summer and was able to complete two online
courses at the same time. His mother said, “If he can get into the right setting, I think the
skies the limit for him. I just don’t know if he can find that setting. And if people will be
supportive and helpful to get him where he needs to be.” Although they believed he was very
capable intellectually to succeed, they were concerned about the impact of his social skills.
“Hard to Let Go”
Ann said she spent her life making sure he got to social events and to therapy groups.
She had to make sure he got the help he needed in school with his classes or outside of class
with his socialization. She had seen a remarkable change in him over the years and he was
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more independent now and needed less help from her. She said, “I think it’s been harder for
me than him almost because I am used to his whole entire life managing his life. That’s hard
to let go after you’ve done that for twenty years.”
“Would Never Get There on His Own”
Ann talked about Kayle’s educational journey and his success today and felt that as
parents they tried to do everything they could to help him be successful in college. His
parents felt they probably made a lot of mistakes along the way, but they did the best they
could with the knowledge they had at the time. Ann was concerned about the growing
numbers of GTASD college students and said, “It’s not a problem that you can just say, ‘well
if we don’t address it, it’s not that big a deal,’ but it is a big deal and it’s going to be a bigger
deal because more and more kids have these issues and yet, especially like our son, he’s got a
lot of potential. He can really be a terrific member of society but left to his own devices in
third grade he would never have gotten there on his own.” Most importantly, she said, “I
don’t think he would be as successful without us.” They were optimistic about his future and
felt he was ready to move away to graduate school.
Case #3: Irene
Emergent Themes
Irene was a 28-year old female student who was currently enrolled as a part-time
student attending a large, urban university. She was in her first year of graduate school for a
Master’s degree in Music Performance. Irene earned a Bachelor’s degree with a double major
in Music and French from a public university on the East Coast. Irene was single and
identified as White, Non-Hispanic. She was an only child and both of her parents had
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graduate degrees. Irene was identified as gifted in elementary school and diagnosed with
Asperger’s Syndrome as an adult.
She did not take nutritional supplements or over-the-counter medications, but she was
using prescription medications. She reported having previously received several psychiatric
diagnoses in the past that required medications: Borderline Personality Disorder, Obsessive
Compulsive Disorder, Obsessive Compulsive Personality Disorder, and Major Depressive
Disorder; however, she reported she currently did not meet the criteria for any of these
disorders.
Irene felt she was hypersensitive to loud sounds or changing noises, certain tastes and
smells, and eating foods with strange textures. She also had a food allergy to peanuts. She
felt that her difficulty with face identification and other visual tasks was because she was
visually hyposensitive. She also thought she was unobservant as a result of her
hyposensitivity. Irene walked for exercise, but felt she probably got too little exercise. Irene
said she chose her method of relaxation based on “what I am relaxing from” and had multiple
ways to relax. Her main relaxation activities were playing computer games (RPGs),
checking Facebook, and talking on the phone or online. She included walking and pacing as
another way to relax. When asked what social activities she did for fun she listed the same
activities she used for health and commented, “Funny, there are few things I do just for fun.”
Irene expressed an interest in joining a French Club to practice the language or taking a Kung
Fu class if she ever had time for extra-curricular activities.
“Not Something I Have Control Over”
Her education from kindergarten through high school was in public schools and on
the East Coast. She was identified as gifted in elementary school and placed in gifted
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classrooms from 5th grade through high school. Most of her coursework was at least at the
honors level and she completed advanced placement courses (AP) in French, Physics, and
Calculus. Irene graduated 3rd in her high school class and scored in the 99th percentile for
verbal skills. She said, “I seem to interpret words, whether written or spoken, differently
from other visual or auditory information. I am very gifted linguistically so processing words
is easy whether I’m reading or listening” and added that she didn’t take notes in classes
because it was easier to “absorb the information” instead of concentrating on writing and
listening at the same time.
Her gift as a musician began in elementary school. Her first instrument was a
recorder in the 4th grade and then in the 5th grade she was allowed to pick her own
instrument. She chose a clarinet and taught herself how to play. Irene said, “I was so
excited. I finally got to play a real instrument and because I was so interested my teacher let
me play something in front of the whole class. I thought I’d done a great job, but she told me
gently ‘actually, like you didn’t really play that right’ and I was just devastated.” Irene said
that although she taught herself to play she couldn’t read music. In fact, she didn’t read
music at the same level as many of her colleagues in graduate school; she continued to
struggle with it. Irene said she had always been aware of being different and added, “It’s a
matter of how I’m different. The concept has changed.” Irene appeared modest and
dismissive of the fact she was gifted and said, “What they praised quite consistently in me
was my intelligence. Which is, of course, not something that I really have control over.”
She talked about another incident during college when she and her friend were leaving the
classroom and their professor called her aside to thank her for her excellent contributions
during class. The professor acknowledged her for an outstanding understanding of the topic
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as demonstrated in her answers in class. Irene was extremely uncomfortable and wished the
professor had not said anything in front of her friends. They had both worked equally hard
on their homework, but when her friend was asked a question in class she was unable to
answer it. Irene was very uncomfortable and said, “It was one of the first times in my life
when I wished that the teacher didn’t notice my intelligence because I didn’t want it to drive
a wedge between my friend and I.” She said she valued hard work over pure intellectual
ability and said, “Talent is not your choice. There’s nothing you can do about it. It’s not in
your control. Whereas effort is in your control.”
When Irene graduated from high school at the age of 17 she was expected to go to
college. She chose three colleges to consider. Her main concern was to find a college close to
home. Her parents told her she had to live on campus and find a college that was at least one
hour away from home. Irene said she was very close to her parents, extremely dependent
upon them, and had never been away from them for more than two weeks. She considered
two private colleges and a state public university where her high school oboe teacher taught.
She chose the state university that was less expensive and the closest to home. Her freshman
year was extremely difficult for her. She was very lonely and had no friends. Irene said she
called home daily. Academically, she was over prepared and found college easy; however,
independent living was a struggle for her.
“Easy for Other People That Were Not Easy for Me”
Independent living was difficult for Irene and extremely stressful. For example,
before she left for college her mother had taught her how to do laundry. She practiced doing
that before she left and said, “That sort of thing is really hard for me – getting a new series of
steps right and we went over that a few times.” She knew that everyone had a hard time their
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first year away from home, but she had difficulty with things that were easy for others. For
example, she had difficulty figuring out how to make the showers work and do the laundry at
school. She said, “I knew how to use my laundry machine at home, and I knew how to use
my shower at home, but presented in different formats they were hard.” Simple things were
extremely difficult for her to learn and all the little things added up. Until she graduated her
parents were always available to help her figure out what to do. She called them frequently
crying about anything that was challenging for her. Irene always relied on her parents and
said, “My parents ended up solving most of them for me in the end. Not usually the actual
work, but the planning, the organization. Sometimes re-teaching material that I failed to
understand the first time.”
The only accommodation Irene used throughout her college experience was for
housing. She either lived in a dorm or apartment and always in a single room. Having her
own private space to go when she was overwhelmed was critical to control her anxiety and
deal with overstimulation. Her first year in college she lived in a small dorm of only forty
students. She even studied abroad during her junior year in France. Her three months in
France were extremely stressful for her. She said she cried all of the time and wanted to go
home. Eventually she adjusted to living away from home; however, when she returned home
she was overwhelmed again with the change. Irene received a Bachelor’s degree with a
double major in Music and French. After college, she tried working for a while and then
went to graduate school. This time she decided to go to a large, public university in the
Southwest and major in Music Performance.
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“I Was a Small Fish in a Big Pond”
Irene’s undergraduate experience was not academically challenging and she always
excelled with foreign language and critical thinking skills. However, when she entered
graduate school she said, “Academics weren’t nearly as important. What was important was
how you played your instrument, and in that area, I was not any stronger than anybody else.”
She had always been gifted and at the top of her class, but for the first time she was
struggling. She thought that the focus on her academic strengths in the past had masked her
social skill deficits. She felt the competition and said, “I was a small fish in a big pond.” It
became more obvious that she was having a hard time with independent living, making
friends, and even recognizing people.
When she was unable to cope emotionally she withdrew from college for medical
reasons due to a range of diagnoses that included Obsessive Compulsive Disorder and
Borderline Personality Disorder. Irene returned to live at home and her ability to cope
became increasingly more difficult during this time. At times, she refused to leave her room
and exhibited self- sabotaging behaviors. She had symptoms of depression, was suicidal,
suffered from anxiety, and had bouts of bulimia. She was diagnosed with Bipolar Disorder
and she and her family agreed to send her to a residential program where she lived for four
months. Irene credits her time in this program for teaching her the skills to deal with her
emotions and helping her live independently. The program she entered was structured on
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, a type of behavioral therapy structured around
mindfulness and acceptance.
After she completed the program she worked a short time as a grocery store bagger
which she found very difficult. During this time, she decided to return again to graduate
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school in the Southwest university she had previously attended. Again, she was not
successful and withdrew for the second time and returned home. She became certified to
teach English as a Second Language and taught at a small private school. After much
consideration, she decided to follow her passion and go back to graduate school to study
music performance. She received a scholarship to pursue a graduate degree in Music: Oboe
Performance at a different university in the Southwest. This was her third attempt at
graduate school and independent living. Irene had recently successfully completed her first
semester of graduate school and credits her ability to have self-compassion for her success.
Irene talked about what she did when things went wrong. Instead of catastrophizing by
telling herself it would never get better and putting herself down, she accepted what
happened and said, “This happened because of XYZ reasons. Now what can I do to make it
either not happen next time or be better next time or whatever it is that I need to improve. It
gives me agency in it. I know what I have control over and I know that I’m responsible for
doing something about it.” She credited her success on awareness of her strengths and
knowledge of strategies to help with her weaknesses.
“If I’m So Smart Why Can’t I do This?”
Irene was only recently diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome. As she learned more
about herself and the symptoms of ASD she began to understand why certain things were so
difficult for her. Prior to the diagnosis she said, “I would have people telling me over and
over again in school how smart I was, how much work I did, how amazing that paper is.
Then I would go home and I couldn’t figure out how to wash the dishes.” She and her
parents knew that she struggled with certain things but they thought everyone else had
struggles. She remembered always being told she was gifted, but thinking to herself, “If I am
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so smart why can’t I do this? I should be able to do this.” Irene was still conflicted about
being diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome. On the one hand, she was angry with her 5th
grade teacher and her high school gifted teacher for not telling her or knowing she had autism
spectrum disorder. She said of the gifted teacher, “She thought I was one of her most gifted
students out of everyone. And yet she never even suggested that I might be on the spectrum
and she was a specialist in this sort of thing, so I don’t understand.” Once she was diagnosed
she began researching the syndrome and felt she had some of the characteristics but not all of
them. This left her confused and questioning the diagnosis and said, “I don’t know. Whether
you call it autism or not there’s definitely something different about me. Sometimes what I
tell people is that I have a lot of really strong strengths and a lot of really weak weaknesses.
Everyone has strengths and weaknesses, but mine are just more extreme than normal.”
“Accommodations as Little as Possible”
When it came to disclosing her diagnosis, she made that decision based on the
situation. She never disclosed to her professors on the first day of classes because she was
concerned about their indiscretion. She preferred to wait until later in the semester. Because
she was in performance settings she didn’t feel the need to disclose since she would never
ask for an accommodation. She stressed, “In the music field there are no accommodations in
the real world. If I want to succeed in that world I need to be able to do it with no
accommodations.” Irene knew that the university was obligated to provide accommodations
that she needed, but she believed it was her responsibility to accommodate herself. However,
when it came to her friends she was more inclined to disclose. In fact, she thought she was
too open.
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Some of her personal characteristics that impacted her in college included
perfectionism, hypersensitivities, repetitive behaviors, overstimulation, and executive
functioning. She explained that her perfectionism was not “to fiddle with it until it’s perfect.
That’s not so much what I do. It’s more that I imagine the final product as bigger than it
needs to be. And then I start to work on it that way and by the time I realize I’ve done too
much it’s too late and I just have to finish it the way I planned.” Being hypersensitive to
sounds or smells were more than finding them annoying. Loud sounds that are sudden and
not repetitive would cause extreme anxiety and agitation. In addition, she was very sensitive
to pain. For example, she said if she cut herself or had a headache she couldn’t focus on
anything else. This fear of getting hurt kept her from participating in activities if she
perceived she might get hurt. Irene gave an example of how she came home from traveling
and the kitchen in her apartment she shared with other students was very dirty and smelled.
She was so overwhelmed by the smells that she had a meltdown and had to go somewhere
else to sleep. Her sensitivity to the feel of rough fabrics or tags in her clothing was so
extreme that her mother made all her clothes when she was younger. Irene expressed
ambivalence about a repetitive behavior that she did when she was anxious. She carried a
small piece of fabric that she would hold and rub. Her mother made these cloths for her and
they were a particular fabric, size, and texture. She kept it inconspicuously in her pocket and
used it at times during her interviews. She said, “It’s still one thing that I feel a certain
amount of shame about. But it’s not intellectual shame anymore. It’s just sort of a visceral
response to the reaction I always have to it.” When she first came to college she kept the
cloth in her dorm room and would go there to de-stimulate. At one point, she decided it was
stupid to have such a restrictive rule and began taking it with her if she anticipated being
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overstimulated. Irene didn’t consider it a repetitive body movement defined as stimming or
stereotypy by the DSM-IV that described continuous movements that stimulated the senses.
She added that she wasn’t bothered if that was the concept people in the autism community
wanted to call it.
“But in a Detached Way”
As Irene became more aware of her triggers that would lead to a meltdown she was
able to either prevent it or deal with it. Stress and anxiety came from positive as well as
negative events. For example, interpersonal interactions that were unpredictable could
trigger a meltdown. New activities such as a new class, traveling, and meeting new people
could create stress for the amount of new information. She said, “It’s like it builds up
somehow and if I don’t let it digest I can’t do anything with it.” Taking in any new
information was stressful and produced intense anxiety. Irene said she learned to predict a
meltdown and see it coming, sometimes even hours in advance. She had become more aware
of what triggers the meltdowns and can seek isolation when one starts. The most visible sign
of a meltdown is that she would start crying. If she feels the stress building she will go
somewhere and de-stimulate. She felt there were days she could go all day without needing
to de-stimulate because no new or unusual things happened that day. Other times she had to
de-stimulate multiple times during the day. Her techniques for de-stimulating involved doing
a repetitive behavior that is soothing and doesn’t require her to think about it. She said,
“Then somehow my brain, it’s like it digests what I’ve experienced. I’m still thinking about
what’s happened, but in a detached way, almost like I’m dreaming. Activities that allowed
her to lower her stimulation level included listening to a specific recorded book by Tolkien,
playing a familiar computer game, listening to a white noise machine, or going to her room to
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block out any stimulation. She realized she couldn’t always go back to her dorm room so she
located a spot in the music building that was usually quiet and had a ventilations system that
created a repetitive noise similar to the white noise machine. Another place she went was in
the library where people couldn’t talk, there was no music, and no one was on their
cellphones. The library also had a loud ventilation system. She felt that when she gave her
brain time to organize the new information, to make sense of it and “put it in the correct box
in my head” then she could take in new information again. The entire process took twenty
minutes to work.
College brought new challenges in independent living. Without the help of her
parents to structure her day she had to find ways to organize on her own. When she was in
high school everything was already structured and when she was at home there was a set
organization to home activities. However, when she went to college everything seemed to
blend together and she said, “There was no separation between my personal life and my
school life, and I didn’t know how to create that on my own.” Irene developed a unique
system to organize tasks for the semester and mange her time. She had three bags labeled To
Do, Done, and Today’s Work. She made a separate card for every single thing she needed to
do each week. Each card represented a half hour of work. At the beginning of each day she
chose the items she thought she could get done and put those cards into the Today’s Work
bag. This system gave her more flexibility than a written list. Another task that was difficult
for her was using a map. She had a difficult time finding places and visualizing how to
follow directions. Her favorite tool that had completely changed her life was the map
application on her smartphone. This gave her the freedom to go anywhere and not get lost
and greatly reduced her anxiety.
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Irene learned extremely valuable strategies to identify her emotions and to understand
how to deal with feelings in a healthy way when she was in therapy. She developed a list of
fifteen to twenty skills such as have self-compassion and kept the list with her to review
daily. She learned to reframe negative self-criticisms into positive statements. She was
taught that emotions were just physiological responses. She said, “Everyone has them. None
of them are good or bad. You can make a decision about what to do no matter how you are
feeling.” She wished someone would have taught this to her earlier in life and believed these
were skills that all college students needed to learn.
“Easy to Be Friendly, But Difficult to Be Friends”
Irene said it had always been difficult for her to have friends in college. She felt most
people already had their own groups of friends. Her first day of her sophomore year in
college she remembered a new freshman moving in next door who approached her and
introduced himself. He was very positive, enthusiastic, and social. They became friends and
he introduced her to all his friends. None of these students were musicians so it was
refreshing for her to have a break from talking about music because they were math and
science majors. They met weekly and played role playing games such as Dungeons and
Dragons. She spoke fondly of her friendship and was sad that they grew apart when she
moved. Since coming to graduate school she had met another music student in her classes
and they were beginning to meet for coffee and develop a friendship. Irene said, “It’s easy to
be friendly, but difficult to be friends.”
“Something I’m Good at That Other People Value”
When she thought about a career and being financially independent she was
concerned with finding work in the music field that was steady and predictable. She felt that
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a job performing might require her to network and be too undependable. Since high school
she had been learning to make reeds and about two or three years ago she had reached a goal
of finishing a thousand reeds. She said one wasn’t competent in reed making until they had
completed that many reeds. It was a craft that required someone to be patient and detail
oriented. She explained, “There’s a certain amount of intellectualism that goes into it. You
play the reed and you hear and feel what it’s like, and then you’re like, okay, well, what do I
need to do to fix this?” Irene considered the work to be very rewarding, “because I’m doing
something I’m good at that other people value.” She was still working like an apprenticeship
with her professor in the graduate school to perfect her skills and build a business out of this
trade. She planned to pursue this as her career.
“Felt the Burden of Every Single One”
Irene was not just concerned with how to make herself more independent and
financially secure; she worried about how to contribute to the betterment of society as a
whole. At times, she became obsessed with these thoughts and said, “I would all of a sudden
worry about all the people who were suffering. All the people who were suffering. I
wouldn’t actually do anything about it. I would worry about it over and over again. I
couldn’t sleep. I would be obsessed with it all day. Thinking about people who were starving
or people who were sick. I felt the burden of every single one of those people on my
shoulders. I felt like I should go rush off and become a social worker.” Just talking about
her concerns during the interview was very difficult for her. Irene gave the following
examples of the struggling to resolve questions about the meaning of one’s life and questions
about spirituality. She recalled waking in the middle of the night while in high school. It
was a very hot evening and she could hear the air conditioner running. She began to think of
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all the people in the world who couldn’t afford air conditioning, were homeless and starving.
These thoughts led to her fears that some people lived this way their entire lives. Just the
thought of their suffering made her want to do something to help other people. Even though
it was after ten o’clock in the evening she ran out of her room to wake her parents and told
them about her concerns and said, “I wanted to do something about it right then and there.
That very instant. They finally convinced me to go back to bed. The flash of empathy or
whatever it was I experienced disappeared. But it came back. It would come back at fairly
regular intervals.” Irene described how conflicted and disturbed she was over reading on
Facebook about a former friend’s suicide. She questioned the meaning of life, her spiritual
beliefs, and life after death. Most importantly, she said, “The concept that this could have
happened to me, and the questions about what has happened to her now that she’s dead is
tough. Some of the ideas that it brought up were almost as hard as actually her loss.” Irene
spoke of the conflict she had over helping to relieve the suffering of others or learning to live
her own life without being a burden on society. She thought it consumed all of her energy
just trying to be independent. Irene said, “No matter how much I want to or think I should, I
am not going to take any big action to help other people. It bothers me to a certain extent that
I know that this is not something that I’m going to do. No matter how much I think about it.
No matter how much I beat myself over it. I really do hope that it will happen someday. That
I will do something concrete and meaningful to help other people who suffer. I don’t know
for sure that that will happen though in my life. Like I said, that bothers me.” Irene felt it
was important to save herself first so that she could have the ability to relieve the suffering of
others.
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Irene’s Advocate: Professor
Irene identified her music professor as her college advocate. In addition to being her
primary oboe instructor, Professor Alford’s advocacy roles included academic advising,
social support, and career guidance. Her professor remembered the first time she applied to
his graduate program. She was accepted into the program, but she eventually chose to attend
another university in the Southwest. He was aware of her difficulties the first two times she
attempted graduate school and recalled his impression of her when she auditioned this year.
“Strengthened My Desire”
She was open and honest about her strengths and weaknesses. He remembered how
impressed he was when she auditioned. After they spent several days together she told him,
“my previous teacher encouraged me to share more about myself so that if you decide to
accept me you are making an informed decision.” Dr. Alford said, “She gave four or five
pages of typed written stuff that really described her different diagnoses, what that meant,
what her difficulties were, what her coping strategies were, what kind of interventions and
therapies she had.” He was impressed with her excellent writing skills and her honesty and
bravery in telling her history and said, “Some people would find that to be scary because she
went through a really scary time, and if anything, it strengthened my desire to have her in our
program.” Because he was the graduate advisor for the music department he kept track of
her progress toward graduation and oversaw her registration for courses. He helped her
establish a manageable course load that considered her limitations and strengths.
Professor Alford facilitated her transition to college by helping her familiarize herself
with the campus. She spent three or four days on campus when she auditioned and he
showed her where everything was physically located. They toured the concert hall, practice
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rooms, dorms, and dining halls. He felt she was clear about what she needed in her physical
setting to be successful. He recalled her knowing what she needed in order to relieve stress
and anxiety. She needed to live in a single room in the dorm and wanted to eat meals at the
residence hall because that gave her structure. He was concerned that she would get
overwhelmed with daily living tasks if she moved to an apartment so he recommended that
she keep a meal plan and eat in the dorms.
Professor Alford was also a social advocate for Irene. He was always available for
her to talk with during office hours. He felt she was comfortable coming to talk with him
and recalled past conversations. She came for advice about whether she was interacting
appropriately and would check with him about conflicts she had in understanding situations
correctly. He said, “Sometimes I realized that they’re trying to make a joke or be lighthearted
and she didn’t understand.” Irene had confided in him that she had a difficult time making
friends. The professor facilitated social interactions and explained, “I was very careful to try
to introduce her to all my students to try to make her feel comfortable. They’re pretty
friendly, my oboists, so they do social things together. They’ve been to my house for
Thanksgiving.” He also had recitals at his home that provided a social context. He added
that teaching music was more like an apprenticeship. Students worked closely with their
instructor over a period of years toward a career goal.
“Encouraged Certain Boundaries”
Irene was aware that she had difficulty reading social cues so she had talked with
Professor Alford and “she encouraged there to be certain boundaries, and that helps me, too.”
He was there in case of an emergency and emphasized, “If she was really in a blind panic and
things are really bad, please come to me.” However, he set clear boundaries and reminded
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her of his role. She had arranged a conference call between her doctors in her residential
program and Professor Alford and they discussed setting clear boundaries. He said the
information was very helpful, “I think it’s absolutely right. I think I’m not qualified to do that
(counseling). Especially, if I think she’s in a little bit of trouble.” He had referred her to her
doctor, counselor on campus, and her family. He noticed in the middle of the last semester
that “She had a bad spiral. I think, sort of some depression set in and I did encourage her to
see her doctor who said, ‘no, you did this too fast or now we know you can’t come off your
medication to this extent’ and then, within a couple of weeks she was back in a good place.”
He helped monitor her medication, brought those changes to her attention, and referred her to
the doctor. In addition, Professor Alford had referred her to her campus counselor when she
had difficulty with learning about her friend’s suicide. In addition, he met her parents who
expressed their concerns about her returning to college too soon. He told them, “I had so
much admiration for her, for what’s she’s done and what she’s been through and for having
the courage. When you get to know her, it’s pretty remarkable.”
Professor Alford noted that her mother was overwhelmed that he thought that about
their daughter and broke down crying. Irene clearly stated her goals were to go to get her
degree and to find a community where she fit in and could support herself. Professor Alford
knew that it was difficult to make a living playing music and encouraged Irene to pursue her
passion for making reeds. He expressed, “She’s really so thoughtful, thinks about things in a
step-by-step way. I really think she could be a teacher as well. If not at the college level than
at least having a private studio.” He planned to help her explore those options. He had
referred students to her in the past who needed reeds and considered referring students for
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private lessons to her. Professor Alford felt it was rewarding just being there to help her
succeed.
Case #4: Jesse
Emergent Themes
Jesse was a 40-year old woman who was currently married and had three children
ages 2, 4 and 13 years of age. She identified as White Non-Hispanic and was currently
enrolled full-time at a large, urban university studying for a doctoral degree in Computer
Science. She reported that her mother had been a strong advocate for her and had to badger
the school to test Jesse for giftedness. She was identified as gifted in kindergarten and was
bussed to a pull-out program one day a week. Jesse remembered from a young age being
mistaken as developmentally delayed because she didn’t talk at all in class. She had
hypersensitivities to sounds, lights, smells, and textures. In addition, she was gluten and
dairy intolerant and often experienced migraine headaches.
Jesse never doubted that she would go to college since both of her parents had
graduate degrees and it was always expected that she would continue with her education.
Prior to going out of state to college, she completed eleven (11) Advanced Placement
courses: US History, Calculus I, Calculus III, Trigonometry, Spanish Literature, Art, English
I, English II, Creative Writing, Political Science and Historical Studies. She felt she was well
prepared academically for college.
Jesse was motivated to move as far away from home as possible and this was how she
chose her college. She was in a rock band with her friends and they all decided to go off to
college together. She had another friend who had gone to a college over the summer in the
Southwest and he was so impressed with their music department that he talked her and all of
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her friends into going to college there in the fall.
She first majored in Psychology and then Earth and Planetary Science before
choosing Computer Science as her major in college. She was currently enrolled in a doctoral
degree program at a large, urban university with a projected graduation date of May 2018.
During her enrollment in college she had a strategy for signing up for more courses than she
needed, going to a few classes to check them out, and then dropping the ones she didn’t like.
Jesse received several honors during college including fellowships, scholarships, and being
on the Dean’s List four times. Despite excelling academically in college, she reported that
her greatest stressors in college were group projects. To compensate for the anxiety and
stress from working in groups she learned that “planning ahead and forward weighting work”
was her best way to compensate for her anxiety.
“Bullied as a Kid and Even Today”
Jesse said the bullying began when she was in elementary school and continued
throughout her education into college. During her high school years, she aligned with a new
student from the inner city who was intellectually brilliant and she said, “We just talked
about everything. We had so many shared interests and so once I hooked up with her most of
the bullying stopped.” However, when they went off to college this eventually changed and
she said her best friend “started using me as like a source of laughs or something.” Jesse said
she was bullied throughout college and said, “It’s the same reason adults target me now. I
don’t respond right and it’s hard for me to keep up with complex social dynamics.” She gave
an example of a game called Werewolf that she used to play in college. “It is funny, there’s
this game called Werewolf and a bunch of people gather in a group and like you all get rules
and some people are villagers and some people are werewolves. But nobody knows who’s
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what and so everybody shuts their eyes, night comes down on the town, and the werewolves
confer amongst themselves as to who they’d kill, and you’d wake up in the morning and one
of the people was removed from the group. Everybody else had to figure out who to lynch as
a werewolf and I always get picked first. It happens every single time I play the game, so I
don’t play it anymore but it’s just very illustrative to me.” In college, her friend continued
verbally abusing her, teasing her, calling her nicknames and encouraging others to tease her.
Jesse remembered confronting her friend about the abuse and being told, “Why are you so
sensitive? They’re just joking.” In addition to her friend’s abuse Jesse had “fended off
multiple attempted rapes” but the verbal abuse from her friend caused her more damage,
“The stuff that she did to my self-confidence and to my perception of people and myself and
just spending all those years afraid of speaking what I think.”
“Just a Lot of Poor Choices”
Jesse lived in a dorm and thought the other students were supportive and protective of
her at times. She recalled going on a date and staying out late one night. When she came
home her roommate was very mad at her for worrying her and they got in a fight. She
decided to tell him she didn’t want to see him again and he reacted angrily. Later in the week
he broke into the dorm while he was drunk and angrily trashed their room. She remembered
he told her not to believe rumors about him raping a girl, but at the time she believed him.
Now she knows that would be a good sign to leave. Her social life in college got worse. She
said, “It was disastrous, it wasn’t, I don’t know, yeah, it was just a lot of poor choices.” She
was confused about how to know what was socially safe and said, “Learning to tell what
sketchy is, isn’t something I knew. Like how do you know when somebody’s trying to
manipulate you into a dangerous situation or trying to separate you from your friends or all of
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these sort of situational awareness skills and cues?” She wished she had been better prepared
socially for college.
“I Knew My Life Was Imploding”
During college Jesse was date raped and when she told her friends what had happened
they didn’t believe her. She was expecting support from the people around her but she was
still living with a group who verbally abused her. They blamed her for putting herself in the
wrong place. Jesse said it was the first time she had sex and of course she wasn’t taking
contraceptives since she didn’t plan to have sex. As a result, she got pregnant. Having no
support from friends or family, she went to the college counseling center. She spoke with a
male counselor twice who told her she seemed to have everything under control but Jesse
said, “Not really, I knew my life was imploding.” She never told the counselor she was date
raped and that was why she was pregnant. After several months passed she called the Rape
Crisis Line and spoke with a woman who helped her and gave her the validation and support
that she needed. She didn’t marry the young man nor maintain contact with him. Jesse still
completed her bachelor’s degree.
“I’m an Easy Target”
Jesse felt she had experienced a lot of negative situations and she wondered, “I feel
like there’s certain kind of people gravitate towards me because they think I’m an easy
target.” She knew more women were beginning to talk about assaults more and thought it
might be more common now but she wasn’t certain that it just wasn’t she. Jesse also
believed she was too trusting of people in general. Her belief that people were basically
decent often led her to make false assumptions.
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“They Can’t Hint Sideways”
She was aware of the mistakes that could be made when the context of a situation
changed and you were relying on old assumptions. She felt she was extraordinarily literal
and often missed the subtexts of conversations. She had to consciously work at avoiding
assumptions but felt that “most people do this subconsciously. She believed that, “If
somebody wants me to know something they need to tell me. They can’t like hint sideways
and assume that I will magically infer it from my brain.” Jesse knew that her brain didn’t
work that way even though it was easy for most people. Jesse said it was a very conscious
and exhausting process for her to communicate with others and she compared it to having a
“set of flow charts. If this happens, do this. If this happens ask this.” She saw it as a process
of asking for clarification in order to avoid misinterpretations. Although social situations
were confusing she found the social norms of the classroom to be much easier.
“Conceptual Idea of How People are Supposed to Interact”
Jesse talked about differences in social communication depending on the settings.
She was very familiar with the classroom and knew the structure saying, “There’s a
predetermined conceptual idea of how people are supposed to interact with each other.” She
said that it was even easier for her to be in group projects because, “they’re structured in a
definite way. There’s kind of a defined way that is supposed to work so it was far less of a
struggle for me than the social environment of where I was staying.” She talked about
consciously being aware of not asking too many questions and dominating the discussions
during classes. She would wait a couple seconds to see if anyone else would answer before
she would raise her hand. She said she usually had the answer to every single question so
she chose to wait for the times when no one else was participating.
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Jesse needed to have everything organized ahead of time for the entire semester even
though there would be changes. She needed an overall scope ahead of time of what was
expected and when assignments were due. She shared photos of her detailed organizational
system of color coded folders for each class and symbols she used to denote levels of
importance. She preferred folders for class materials rather than three-ring binders because
the opening and closing of binders during class was annoying.
“What Are Office Hours For?”
One thing Jesse thought would be helpful for freshmen is to be oriented to the
purpose and use of office hours. She said she never knew what they were for because no one
ever told her. They were on the syllabus but she needed to be told what to do. She always
explains to her students that they are always welcome to come to her office hours for help
with class or questions about homework. When she attended community college her
professors didn’t even have office hours because they did everything online. She never knew
what they were for until she was an upperclassman.
“Not Be in the Middle of this Soup”
Over the course of her college experience she had lived in dormitories with
roommates, apartments with roommates and alone. She could see the value in learning to
live together with other students in a group residence but felt it really wasn’t necessary,
“Honestly, I needed to be by myself and not be in the middle in this soup of everybody
playing all these games with each other.” She questioned how valuable it really was to live
in a dorm, saying, “Honestly most people don’t really do that after they get out of college.
You know they get themselves an apartment and they pair up with someone or they don’t.”
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She felt she gained cultural awareness from college just by sitting down and eating with other
students.
“Spent So Long Thinking I Was Broken”
Jesse was an adult when she decided to find a counselor because of her suspicions
that she might have autism spectrum disorder. She was watching a TV show, Bones, where
the main character exhibited behaviors familiar to Jesse. She chose a counselor who
specialized in working with people who were on the spectrum. At the same time she began
asking her friends for their opinions, too. She remembered a friend discounting that she was
autistic because she didn’t think Jesse was scientific minded. Jesse realized that her friend
didn’t really know her, because Jesse definitely excelled in the sciences. The counselor
worked with Jesse and after several assessments she confirmed a diagnosis of autism
spectrum disorder, attention deficit disorder, and obsessive-compulsive disorder. This was a
turning point for her and she said, “A lot of things started making more sense. I just, I’d spent
so long thinking I was broken and that there was something fundamentally wrong with me
because of just how horrible my experiences with groups of people had been over the years.”
This knowledge changed her life and eventually moved her into another group of people with
similar interests, more accepting, and intelligent. She said, “I realized I was just in the wrong
context and I had to find contexts that had people who were tolerant of quirks and the
eccentricities.” Within the new group of more accepting friends she even met her husband.
She found someone who was willing to work with her differences and respected her.
Communication was still difficult for Jesse and “very time consuming and stressful. I have
to focus so much mental energy on how I’m interacting with people that it’s hard to relax.”
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“Needs More Emotional Bubble Wrap”
Jesse knew that even though her husband had a difficult time understanding some
things about her, he was willing to work with her because he loved her. They had typical
misunderstandings and interpersonal communication issues of other couples. She felt she
often responded to him by adding information into a conversation when all he really wanted
was support and agreement, “I feel like he needs more emotional bubble wrap than I do.”
She often mistook the conversation to be about facts when it was really an emotional reaction
that he needed from her. Jesse understood this was probably natural for most people but said,
“I don’t really have that muscle really well developed but I can try.” She thought they had
great conversations and they were working on having him be clearer about what kind of
response he actually wanted from her. This was something she felt they constantly had to
negotiate.
Career/Employment
After she graduated with her bachelor’s degree she moved to her grandmother’s home
and lived there, took care of her new baby, and looked for a job. Jesse was seriously
depressed during this time. This was a difficult time for her and she explained, “I had no idea
what I should be doing or what I was good at anymore, where I should go. I had this
wonderful tiny human being who needed me constantly and I felt like I’d never be able to do
anything ever again.” She wasn’t able to work in her field of technology because most jobs
required extensive traveling. Because of her math and science strengths she was a substitute
teacher in middle schools. Jesse was aware, “That’s not the best environment for my
particular skill set or lack of skill set.” She was academically capable of teaching and said
she was even able to use her knowledge of being bullied to prevent bullying in her own
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classes. She experienced some successes in the classroom with her assignments that were
project based and allowed creativity and exploration. She had students work in groups doing
research on diseases and saw they were very engaged. This experience led her eventually
back to college. As a result of the teaching experience she went to a Supercomputing
Challenge during the summer for classroom teachers. She realized that programming was
easy for her, interesting, fun and would pay twice what she was earning as a public school
teacher. As a result of this experience, she decided to go back to school to get a master’s
degree in computer science.
Social Clubs
Jesse was active with the Society of Women Engineers and Women in Computing.
She enjoyed working with young girls in middle school and high school and enjoyed seeing
the girls have fun and get excited about science. She felt strongly about promoting the field
of computing for young girls and found volunteer work very rewarding.
“Got the Sense I Could Do Something Useful”
Jesse talked about how common it was for women to be discriminated against in the
technical fields of work. She thought it was a male dominated field and women were often
treated poorly. Because of these negative experiences she was motivated to return to college
and work toward a Ph.D. in Computer Science. She enjoyed the positive feedback and said
she “got the sense I could do something useful.” The university was a positive and respectful
environment that recognized her for her contributions and supported her success.
Jesse’s Advocate: Professor
Jesse did not identify an advocate prior to the close of data collection. The first
interview with Jesse occurred in January and the last interview was in May. However, Jesse
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never identified an advocate to interview until the data collection ended seven months after
her first interview. Jesse identified a professor as her advocate and the professor was never
interviewed.
Case #5: Diane
Emergent Themes
Diane was a freshman student in the first semester of college. She chose to go away
from home to attend a small, rural college located approximately 230 miles from her parents’
home. She was majoring in Forensics Science and enrolled in sixteen credits for the
semester. She had never been formally identified as gifted on the East coast where she
attended school until moving to the southwest. She was first diagnosed at the age of three
with autism spectrum disorder and her mother was told that Diane would never graduate
from high school. Diane said she was in early high school when she began to learn about her
diagnosis and said, “I really started to understand how my brain works and how it affects
me.” She had noticed that many college students with autism were never diagnosed until late
in life and missed the opportunities she received throughout her education. She was in social
skills groups that were mixed with special education students as well as regular education
students from the beginning of elementary school.
“Didn’t Feel Comfortable Talking to People”
Diane graduated from a charter high school that focused on science, technology,
engineering and math (STEM) and was located in a large urban area. It was a small school
with a graduating class of approximately forty students. Her high school teacher who
specialized in gifted education and special education believed that Diane’s weakness in
processing speed probably affected her overall test scores and masked her giftedness. Also,
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she believed that students diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder usually were not very
creative; however, Diane was gifted in the areas of creativity and writing. Diane reported
that she never received formal instruction in drawing and her interest began at a young age as
a compensation and felt, “Because I didn’t really feel comfortable talking to people I would
express myself through art.”
“The Social Part That Scared Me”
In preparation for college, Diane had taken a senior seminar that guided seniors
through the process of applying to colleges. The class was designed for high ability and
gifted students who were applying to competitive colleges such as Stanford, MIT, and the Air
Force Academy. Part of the preparation involved practicing for the ACT tests. When Diane
first took the ACT test in reading she scored in the 38th percentile. However, with practice
she increased her score into the 98th percentile. She scored above the 90th percentile in all
other areas of the ACT. Diane applied to five colleges and was accepted at all colleges. The
financial aid package was a major consideration in her college choice. She was attracted to
the campus because of its small size and said, “The campus, all it’s buildings are facing
inward. It’s more of a community.” Diane had excelled in math and science throughout high
school and felt well prepared academically and said, “It was the social part that scared me.”
Her expectation of college was that it would be harder than high school because she would
have to make decisions on everything and be in charge of everything and she knew it would
be challenging. She was looking for a challenge and saw college as, “a stepping stone
between high school and being off on your own in adulthood” since she would still have her
parents as support.
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“Told Them I Had a Learning Disability”
In preparation for college Diane had visited the campus two times before classes
began to meet with the disability services office and to tour the campus. The week before
classes began the director of the disability services office accompanied her to meet each of
her professors prior to classes beginning. She discussed the following accommodations that
she needed: time and a half for testing, notetaking, and seating at the front of the class. She
said she told them, “I had a learning disability” and if they asked what it was she disclosed
that she was on the autism spectrum but she never went any further in explaining. Having
someone go with her was very supportive, but she did have to go on her own to meet
professors who were not available that day. She found that to be very stressful but she
managed.
“Rewards for Studying Outside Dorm Room”
Two college programs stood out as helpful for Diane’s transition to independent
living. One program, Quad Bucks, was designed to encourage the freshmen to socialize and
not isolate themselves inside their dorm rooms. Students received rewards for studying
outside dorm rooms that were tokens called Quad Bucks and given by the resident advisors.
Once a month they hold a raffle and students can purchase items with Quad Bucks. The
more you study outside of your room the more bucks you earn. The other program for
freshmen occurred during the first week of the semester. Social events were organized each
day of the week to encourage the students to meet other students. Diane decided to go to a
college fraternity party just to see what it was like. Diane had never been to a party of this
size and said, I tried to have fun, but I left at midnight.” She went with some other students
and to be safe she asked someone to walk her when she was ready to leave. In addition to
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these two programs, all freshmen are required to live on campus their first year to help them
acculturate to college life.
“Helps Me Make More Connections”
Despite her known weaknesses in social and communication skills, Diane forced
herself to be more social. She was active in high school with the Art Club and Homecoming
Committee and she wanted to be more social so she joined the College Forensics Club and
was considering joining the Graphic Arts Club. Diane said it gave her an opportunity to meet
upperclassmen who had previously taken classes she would soon be taking and they could
give her advice. She was nervous and scared to ask others for help but she knew this was a
skill she needed to work to improve. Diane wanted to be social and to be active on campus
but admitted it was very difficult for her to initiate a conversation or to approach someone
and make the first contact. Joining clubs on campus was a strategy to meet other students
and to be more social.
Regulating her emotions was another weakness that Diane was working to improve.
She could be very emotional and weepy at times and had a difficult time expressing her
feelings. She thought this was because she was scientifically oriented and focused on facts;
however, she suspected it could be a symptom of her diagnosis. During the first interview
for this study, she was so tearful and emotional that the principal investigator offered to stop
the process. However, Diane insisted that she wanted to continue and her crying was a
common response for her at times.
She was aware that her intellect and creativity were her strengths. Seeing multiple
perspectives, being an attentive listener, and “making connections, differences, and
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similarities” helped her in being creative and learning new things. Also, she knew she was
very social once the initial contact was made for her.
“Miss Hearing My Mom’s Voice”
The university required all freshmen to live on campus and Diane lived in a dorm
with a roommate. Diane did not have a driver’s license so she stayed on campus unless her
parents came to visit, but they had been to the college only one time since they moved her to
the dorm. She was struggling to be independent and manage all of the day to day activities,
organize her class assignments, find time to study, and get regular sleep. She saw living on
her own as a challenge that was very worthwhile even though she said, “What really scared
me was in high school I had my mom. I had my family. I had people that would help me get
out of my comfort zone. Here I have to do it on my own.” Diane was very homesick and
missed her family saying, “I don’t know why but its specific words they say. I know exactly
what their voice sounds like with those specific words. I think about them. Then it’s also the
laugh. Everyone has their particular laugh. I know exactly how their laugh sounds. I do miss
the fact that my dad teased me a little bit. I miss hearing his voice. I miss hearing my mom’s
voice. All that stuff. That’s the one thing.” Diane was very insightful and knew that college
was an opportunity for her to grow and to learn about herself.
“The Path of Finding Yourself”
At the last interview, Diane brought one of her drawings to help her express her
feelings. She said the drawing told of a journey that required one to sacrifice their childhood
in order to advance. At times, there were rivers and you needed a bridge to cross. At times,
you had to stop and reflect on what you had and what you gave up. She said, “You never
really know, but you still have to continue the path of finding yourself and whatever path you
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take there’s always an end.” Diane saw her college experience as a time to learn about
herself, to find her weaknesses and strengths, to improve herself and most of all, to do it on
her own.
Diane’s Advocate: High School Teacher
Diane identified her former high school teacher, Ms. Sima, as her strongest advocate.
Ms. Sima taught the college preparation class and advanced placement (AP) English class
that Diane took during high school. She kept contact with Ms. Sima with weekly email
messages to update her on her progress and to seek advice. When she went home to visit her
parents Diane arranged to volunteer at her high school for Ms. Sima.
“Feel Like You’re Barely Treading Water”
Ms. Sima wanted her students to be well-prepared for college so she had students
constantly writing and rewriting essays in her AP classes. They practiced writing under
pressure because she wanted them to “feel like you’re barely treading water,” because they
needed to be able to handle stress and keep going because that was what college was going to
be like for them. She said, “I tell kids you’re going to cry. Everyone cries in class. Don’t
worry about it. We’ll all be crying together. But at the same time you need that stress.” If
students could handle the stress now, then they would be ready for college. Otherwise, they
would pull back and find out what the student needed to be better prepared before going off
to college. Sometimes it meant taking another year in high school to get prepared. Diane
struggled to write under a time limit. Ms. Sima advocated for Diane and taught Diane how to
advocate for herself.
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“Kind of Smoothing the Way”
One example of directly advocating for Diane happened when she thought one of her
teachers didn’t like her because she never received any positive comments from the teacher.
Ms. Sima would intervene and encourage the teacher to try a new technique of giving
corrective feedback to Diane. The technique was called “The Sandwich” because you
sandwiched the negative feedback by starting with a compliment first and then ending with
another positive statement. Most of the time Ms. Sima wanted to model and teach Diane
how to advocate for herself. She did this by practicing over and over how to ask for help.
Diane was often very emotional and would cry under pressure but Ms. Sima never gave in.
She would ignore the crying and firmly continue practicing until Diane was comfortable.
Ms. Sima commented, “She’s used to me ignoring the crying. It was like, o.k. here’s the
Kleenex. We’re going to talk about how you need to speak to this person. We’re going to
talk about how you’re going to advocate for yourself. How are you going to phrase that
question? Keep practicing. O.K. you’re going to calm down. Let’s try this one more time.”
“Need Advocacy Skills to Go to Four-year College”
Ms. Sima believed that success in a four-year college required students to be able to
advocate for themselves and that required learning how to communicate. Being comfortable
approaching professors for help required practicing over and over until they mastered the
technique despite how uncomfortable they felt. She helped prepare Diane for the shift in
responsibility that occurred when she moved from public school to the university. Students
needed to be prepared and understand that no one was going to do it for them anymore. If
Diane wasn’t able to advocate for herself than she recommended that she attend a community
college where classes were smaller and more structured.
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“Failure is Where You Really Learn”
Diane excelled academically in high school and scored in the 98th percentile on some
areas of the ACT tests. She was in classes among peers who also excelled. However, Ms.
Sima wanted her to be prepared for competition in college. She told all of her students not to
be afraid of the competition because “failure is where you really learn” and it’s just feedback
on what you need to learn. Diane needed to know that in college everyone scored a 35 or 36
on the ACT or had a 4.0 or 4.6 GPA in high school. However, “somebody’s going to get a
D, first D and it might be you. So, you just deal with it.” Her message was always to not
walk away from difficulty and to learn from your mistakes. This was something she drilled
over and over and practiced advocacy skills with Diane until she could ask for help and
feedback even if she was afraid.
“Girls are More Social Than Boys”
Diane was very social, wanted to participate in clubs or committees at school but she
was very shy and fearful when she didn’t know anyone. Initiating conversations and
approaching strangers was most difficult for her emotionally. Ms. Sima advocated for her by
structuring social activities and modeling social skills. She directed her to join clubs in
college and in their emails she kept asking, “Did you join a club? When are you going to do
this?” She never let it go until Diane finally found a club. Ms. Sima noted that it was harder
to tell that girls were on the spectrum compared to boys and she felt that was because girls
were socialized from a young age to participate in social activities. Boys on the other hand
tended to isolate themselves and play video games, or immerse themselves in the virtual
world so they didn’t have to talk to anyone. Social skills didn’t improve without practice. It
was hard to tell Diane was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder because she had a good
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understanding of humor and figurative language. However, slang was more difficult for her
and “went right over her head” unless she had learned it through reading.
“They’re Trying to Fix Me, I Must Be a Burden”
Another advocate role that Ms. Sima used with Diane was her emotional supporter.
She trusted Ms. Sima for advice and knew she wanted only the best for her. Diane had so
many therapies throughout her life that she came to view herself as a burden. Ms. Sima
worked with Diane to improve her self-esteem and reinforced her strengths. It was difficult
to change her perception and Ms. Sima believed that Diane had internalized a perception of
being a burden and needing to be fixed. Helping her find internships and experiences in the
workplace was another way she advocated for Diane’s success. She felt it was important for
her to have these experiences and to be mentored in how to have a job. Skills that most
people took for granted needed to be explicitly taught and reinforced for GTASD college
students. Some of the skills she felt Diane needed to be taught were organizing, being a
leader, how to deal with people in the workplace, and what the expectations were for
employees. As her advocate she was supporting her in finding work experiences and
believed that until she had a job she would always feel like she was a burden.
Emotional Regulation
Listening and providing a safe space to talk about her fears was another role Ms.
Sima took with Diane. It was important to help Diane understand her emotions, why she was
crying and why she was feeling that way. She was direct and told Diane that crying all the
time was a sign of emotional instability, a very childish sign, and makes people
uncomfortable. She always gave Diane the rationale for changing her behavior. She
reminded her to use techniques for calming herself such as deep breathing, visualizing a calm
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and safe place, or going to a quiet place where she could check her emotions. Diane would
often engage in repetitive behaviors when she was under extreme anxiety. She would stroke
the fabric of a particular sweater that she often wore and had carried Polly Pockets (small
miniature dolls) in the pockets of her coats that she would hold onto and manipulate when
she was stressed.
“Colleges Implement a Transition Plan”
Ms. Sima wanted to see colleges implement a transition plan similar to the model of
transition plans in high school. GTASD college students needed to have a degree plan for
their progress throughout college and more importantly the focus needed to be on their goals
for employment after graduation. Assessing what skills were needed to be employable and
determining what types of internships and experiences would provide opportunities to learn
those skills were critical components in preparing GTASD college students for success after
college. She felt the focus today was too heavily weighted on getting GTASD students into
college and graduating, but not enough on preparing them for independence after they
graduated.
Cross-Case Analysis
Strauss (2008) describes analysis as a process of dividing or identifying the parts in
order to synthesize or recombine the parts into the whole again. Within-case analysis began
by coding the data in each case. This initial coding of data resulted in 518 open codes and in
vivo codes. These emergent codes came from within the cases. The next level of coding
consisted of grouping the codes into broader categories and concepts called axial codes.
Coding at this second level identified relationships, similarities, differences, and degrees of
relevance among the open and in vivo codes and grouped these broader concepts together
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forming eleven axial codes: a) academic, b) daily living, c) career & financial, d)
comorbidity, e) stigma, f) personal attributes, g) emotional responses, h) social issues, i)
communication, j) strategies, and k) supports. This process was fluid and constantly
compared new data with emerging concepts to the previous codes, modifying the categories,
concepts and themes. The process continued until a saturation of data was obtained. The
final level of coding developed themes grounded in the collected data from the participants’
individual and unique experiences. Six themes emerged from the cross-case analysis: a)
impacts of giftedness, c) complications from misdiagnosis, d) understanding individual
differences, d) encouraging independent living, e) developing social emotional skills, and f)
role of advocacy and advocates. These emergent themes from the cross-case analysis are
presented in Table 7: Emergent Themes from Cross-Case Analysis. Each emergent theme is
shown with relevant axial codes and quotes from the participants in order to further
exemplify each theme. A summary of findings for each of the six cross-case themes is
presented that leads to an overarching theory that accurate diagnosis of autism and early
identification of giftedness is needed to determine individual differences and provide the
social / emotional skills necessary for the successful college experiences of GTASD college
students. A model of this process is presented as Conceptual Model of Findings from Coding
Comparative Case Study Data (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Conceptual model of findings from coding comparative case study data. Coding
began with Level I: Open and In Vivo Coding by breaking up the data line by line and
labeling concepts. Level II; Axial coding grouped open codes into categories of broader and
similar concepts. Level III: Selective coding was the process of reviewing data and codes for
similarities and broader all-encompassing themes leading to an overarching theory – accurate
diagnosis of autism and early identification of giftedness is needed to determine individual
differences and to provide social / emotional skills for GTASD college students success.
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Table 7
Emergent Themes from Cross-Case Analysis
Emergent Themes

Axial Codes

Quotes

Complications from Misdiagnosis

Comorbidity

“I already had suspicions that that might be sort of related to
some of the problems I had with people. I was watching Bones
of all things and sitting there going Oh I understand her she
makes sense and I started reading about what people are saying
about that character and I’m like oh. So, I went and started
looking into that stuff and so I went and talked to this woman
and talked about some of this some of my experiences and then
she you know gave me a series of assessments yeah, yeah you’ve
got Asperger’s and ADD and OCD and stuff.” – Jesse

Complications from Misdiagnosis

Comorbidity

“Understanding what emotions are, what drives them, what you
can and can’t do about it, and just all that sort of thing was
really, really helpful to me even though looking back I’m no
longer certain I ever had BPD. It’s possible that all my
psychiatric symptoms were the result of not knowing how to
cope with autism.” - Irene

Complications from Misdiagnosis

Comorbidity

“And it doesn’t change in college. I mean because for him that’s
the first thing people noticed about him when he was young.
How smart he was. But the disability they assumed was either a
lack of discipline on our parts or he was just a brat or something
along those lines. Where when in fact if you could go back and
change things we could do things differently and maybe he
wouldn’t get into all sorts of trouble. But it’s always been the
way it is, ‘If they’re so smart why can’t they function
normally’.” – Kayle’s Mother

Complications from Misdiagnosis

Stigma

“I didn’t really know I had it until later on. My mom always
knew but because I was little I never really understood what it
meant. It wasn’t until later in middle school, early high school
that I really started to understand how my brain works and how it
affects me.” - Diane

Complications from Misdiagnosis

Stigma

“I didn’t even know that I was different from anyone else in
those ways until recently. I just thought that everyone had these
experiences. Either that, or I would judge myself. One or the
other. Once I started knowing that I was different in certain ways
sometimes there was self judgment involved: like, why am I
being so thin skinned, or why am I being so stupid that I can’t
find the cafeteria even though I’ve been there five times.” – Irene

Developing Social Emotional Skills

Communication

“I’ve seen progress over the couple years that I’ve known him.
Where he’s starting to accept other people’s ideas. Which at first
he was a little more, ‘this is what it says, so this is what it
means.’ Not open to what someone else would think it says.
Very black and white.” – Blue’s Professor

Developing Social Emotional Skills

Communication

“Another skill is being able to decide to do something that goes
against how I’m feeling emotionally in the moment. This is
something I didn’t understand before. I didn’t understand that
you could have an emotion and then do something that was
entirely opposite to it. Like being really afraid of driving and
then going on a long road trip. Or being really angry at someone
and not saying anything mean about them. Or even feeling
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Axial Codes

Quotes
really, really happy about something and yet doing some other
work that needs to get done. That sort of acting according to your
values as opposed to your emotions in the present was some of
the big work I did.” – Irene

Developing Social Emotional Skills

Communication

“I feel like he needs more emotional bubble wrap than I do. I’m
like, I don’t really know how to do that. I know it’s normal for
people to do that for each other, but I’m not, I don’t really have
that muscle really well developed. I can try. Yeah and so I we’re
working on him trying to like let me [inaudible] what he’s
actually asking for like he’ll say one thing and I’ll respond to the
question he says but he actually wanted something else and I
didn’t know that and we have to negotiate this constantly.” –
Jesse

Developing Social Emotional Skills

Social

“But then when I became interested in friends in college I never
really… It was difficult for me to… It always seems like people
already have their own little groups of people and it’s really hard
to… it’s easy to be friendly with people, but it’s difficult to be
friends with them.” – Irene

Developing Social Emotional Skills

Social

“I was the only girl who would raise her hand in math and
science class. At that point I’d do it only when there were no
boys raising their hand otherwise I’d be raising my hand all the
time and answering all the time and people really didn’t like it
when I did that, so I that I was a little bit more careful.” – Jesse

Developing Social Emotional Skills

Supports

“But I’ve been diagnosed since I was two. I’ve noticed that a lot
of people here in [retracted] they don’t get diagnosed until
they’re like a junior or senior in high school. It’s really sad
because since I’ve had it since I was two I‘ve been. I’ve had help
throughout my whole education. We had social groups where it
wasn’t just people with disabilities. They had people who were
also normal kids because they really liked to not let those with
disabilities stand out as much. To feel like they’re normal kids
because if they feel left out they can lose self-esteem. They can
lose who they are.” – Diane

Impacts of Giftedness

Academic

“They valued intellectual ability since most of the people in
positions of authority relative to me were teachers when I was
growing up. Also my parents of course, but my parents… they
also valued intellectual ability to a certain extent. They praised
other things about me too besides my intelligence. But that’s one
thing they praised quite consistently in me was my intelligence.
Which is of course not something that I really have control
over.” - Irene

Impacts of Giftedness

Academic

“I was very surprised because I was always very brilliant
compared to my peers… at least that’s what I was told. Slept
through class, got all A’s because I was bored. That’s the
struggle. That’s part of why it is boring, then it gets to
demotivation, and then slide. But when I went to [university] for
the first time intellectually I nearly felt average.” – Blue

Impacts of Giftedness

Academic

“I always tell kids. You go to [a top ranked university], any of
those places. Really highly competitive. Everybody there scored
a 35 or 36 on the ACT. Everybody there had a 4.6 GPA.
Somebody’s going to get a D, first D, and it might be you. So
you just deal with it. If you can’t deal with it then we need to
figure out what you’re going to do. Do you go someplace less
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competitive? Do you have your heart set on that? I always tell
kids that failure is where you really learn. Failure itself is like, oh
I didn’t succeed. Well what do you need to do to succeed the
next time?” - Diane’s HS Teacher

Issues with Independent Living

Career

“I was an intern at a group in [retracted] and I was building
software to do research and I had fun, and they respected me.
They appreciated my contributions. I felt like I was doing things
that were worth doing. And I was building real software not the
toy stuff that you do in class projects. So once I started doing
that I started to feel like, you know, ok. I can contribute. I do
belong in this community.” - Jesse

Issues with Independent Living

Career

“And I think that we certainly tried to encourage him towards
this field (computers) because we thought that he liked it and he
was good at it. That is something that he could do as an adult.
We thought it was a field that he could be successful at in some
way. We didn’t know what way but in some way.” – Kayle’s
Mother

Issues with Independent Living

Career

“She’s an excellent reed maker and actually I’ve helped her get
into that business here so she has seven or eight clients that she
sells reeds to and she’s thinking that’s something she could
actually do as a main part of her income at some point. I really
think she could be a teacher as well. If not at the college level
than at least having a private studio. So that may be a thing that
we revisit. I occasionally get calls for a student. Private students
and I don’t have time to take them. Maybe she could take one or
two a week and see how that goes.” – Irene’s Professor

Issues with Independent Living

Daily Living

“There’s value to that group residence dynamic because it’s
something that not everybody goes through maybe but and I
think it’s useful to get a sense to get a sense for how to live
together in a communal environment but honestly most people
don’t really do that after they get out of college you know they
get themselves an apartment and they pair up with someone or
they don’t and they have a very small group that they have tight
bonds with that they spend time with in that close. But I don’t
know that it’s necessary to do that in the freshman year of
college.” – Jesse

Issues with Independent Living

Daily Living

“Just learning to live on my own was hard, because there were a
lot of things that were hard for me. I mean, everyone has a little
bit of hard time when they first live away from home, but there
were things that were easy for other people that were not easy for
me. Like figuring out, simple as it sounds, figuring how to make
the shower work. Figuring how to make the laundry machine
work. I knew how to use my laundry machine at home, and I
knew how to use my shower at home, but presented in different
formats they were hard. So there were seemingly simple things
like that, just as examples.” – Irene

Issues with Independent Living

Daily Living

“I always knew I wanted to (go away to college). But what really
scared me was in high school I had my mom. I had my family. I
had people that would help me get out of my comfort zone. Here
I have to do it on my own . . . I’m a freshman. I only went home
Labor Day weekend. I don’t drive. I don’t have my full license. I
can’t drive on my own. I don’t have a car.” - Diane
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Role of Advocacy & Advocates

Comorbidity

“Fifth grade changed his life forever. I mean that was the turning
point for him. It was a true twice-exceptional class. Gifted just
with some disability. Everything was geared toward the twiceexceptional student. Completely excelled when he got into the
twice-exceptional program for middle school.” – Kayle’s Father

Role of Advocacy & Advocates

Social

“When I got pregnant like I went to a (college) counselor twice
and he was like, ‘Well you have this all under control and you
seem pretty stable.’ Not really. I knew my life was imploding.
Maybe it was an issue of me not framing my situation I mean, I
was kind of in denial about some of the problems that were
really stressing me out, so I don’t necessarily think it was a
mistake made on their part but I didn’t effectively reach out for
what I needed one way or another. And I don’t know that I knew
how I mean. Several months later I called the rape crisis center
where I was living in [retracted] and had a very long
conversation that was what I really needed to have done at that
point in time coz the things that that woman told me on the
phone were what I needed to hear. I didn’t tell the counselor here
that I’d been date raped and that was why I was pregnant.” Jesse

Role of Advocacy & Advocates

Stigma

“He might talk about it in front of the whole (class) for example.
Or he might tell other people that I don’t necessarily want to hear
it from him. I’d rather tell them myself. He might unconsciously
discriminate against me. I didn’t want to risk it so I decided not
to tell him. If I had met him at a dinner party and he wasn’t my
(professor) that wouldn’t have bothered me. It’s different
because he’s my (professor) and I don’t want him, as an official
person, being indiscreet. That’s not OK with me and I don’t trust
him to keep his mouth shut.” – Irene

Role of Advocacy & Advocates

Strategies

“You disclose that you have one to the professors and they list
the accommodations but the specific disability I’ve never
disclosed to any professors that I can think of.” – Kayle

Role of Advocacy & Advocates

Strategies

“When I first got to college (disability personnel) did take me to
introduce myself to a couple of the professors. Some of them
were fine that day. We talked about what I need. After that day,
my classes started and it’s the teachers that I couldn’t. I had to
after classes or before they began I had to do it on my own and
say. I’m Diane, I’m the one. I have a disability. That was kind of
hard cause it was nerve-wracking but I managed to do it.” –
Diane

Role of Advocacy & Advocates

Strategy

“In dealing with his disability. I don’t really think of it as a
disability. I look at it more as a type of gift that he has. And how
do we extenuate that gift and make it to where it beneficial for
him. And he can use it to better understand what’s going on from
a different perspective maybe. Or how he can develop the
understanding.” – Blue’s Professor

Role of Advocacy & Advocates

Supports

“She (Diane’s mom) said I think it was great that we just put it
out there that she was on the spectrum? I said why? She said I
don’t feel that she gets accommodations necessarily. But I also
feel that some of that quirkiness they understand. They’re like
they’re going to ignore that and they’re really going to try to
address her capabilities.” –Diane’s HS Teacher
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Role of Advocacy & Advocates

Supports

“I am used to his whole entire life managing his life, making sure
he got to these social events so he could socialize with other
kids. Getting him to this because we did a lot of therapy groups,
a lot of social therapy groups over the years. Making sure he got
to the right places that he could get better, get help, get more
therapy, be more comfortable. Making sure he got in this class.
Whatever he needed to do I’d make sure that it would happen for
him. I’m so used to micromanaging his life up to this point.” –
Kayle’s Mother

Quotes

Role of Advocacy & Advocates

Supports

“I always feel that my job is to try to teach those kids to say I’ve
got some learning challenges here. To be upfront with them and
say I really don’t understand. I need some assistance. Where do
you get that assistance? How do you ask for the assistance? How
do you accept the assistance? How do you say after somebody
helps you, I still don’t get it? I’m so confused I don’t even know
what question to ask. If I can teach a kid to say that I think I’ve
helped them more than anything. I think full disclosure for some
kids.” – Diane’s HS Teacher

Role of Advocacy & Advocates

Supports

“And we even had a couple of phone conversations with her
main doctor in [retracted] which was great. We had a conference
call. The doctor just wanted to make sure that I understood
certain things and steered me away from some things that I might
have a tendency to do as her teacher, like to jump in and rescue
her, you know. To not be patronizing, to set clear boundaries. So
structures that will work for both us where I won’t get frustrated
or she won’t get too overly dependent. Maybe help her
recognize when she’s in a bad place. But also as her grad
advisor yeah I would be open to discussing social issues. I was
very careful to try to introduce her to all my students to try to
make her feel comfortable they do social things together they’ve
been to my house for thanksgiving we give little recitals at my
house so I try to provide a little social context for my students.”Irene’s Professor

Understanding Individual Differences

Emotional
Response

“She’s used to me ignoring the crying. It doesn’t happen as
much. Before it was every conversation she would cry. It was
like ok here’s Kleenex. We’re going to continue to talk about
this. I’m not going to let it go. We’re going to talk about why
you need to take this class. We’re going to talk about how you
need to speak to this person. We’re going to talk about how
you’re going to advocate for yourself. Ok let’s try this again.” –
Diane’s HS Teacher

Understanding Individual Differences

Personal
Attributes

“They would say, ‘Oh, that’s because you have Asperger’s.’
They’re like, ‘Oh no, it’s because of your Asperger’s.’ It’s like,
no. I’m saying it because of these facts and I’ve studied. But
sometimes I get very passionate and very focused on a topic and
I’ll just study it for days. And my mom says, ‘It’s your tunnel
vision and that’s because of your Asperger’s. Stop it. No one is
as interested in this topic and you’re perseverating on it.’ I’m
like, ‘I’m taking the time to learn something new and learn it in
full.’ How is this a bad thing?” – Blue

Understanding Individual Differences

Personal
Attributes

“A lot of loud a lot of loud sound, especially if it’s not repetitive,
is difficult. Smells are extremely difficult, especially ones that I
perceive as negative. In fact I’ve got a great example of that. So
last night I got back from my trip, right, and I’m living in this
temporary housing right now because my dorm is closed. And
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it’s an apartment and I don’t really know the other people in the
apartment and I got back and the kitchen was filthy and it
smelled. And I had a meltdown over that and I actually went to
somebody else’s house and stayed last night.” – Irene

Understanding Individual Differences

Personal
Attributes

“Oh he’s got issues with clothes, don’t you think? If they don’t
feel right he won’t wear them if something’s too tight on him.
And yet he buttons everything up but if something is too tight or
cuts him in the armpit it just doesn’t feel right. If you’re
watching a TV show he’ll cover his ears on certain parts. Yeah,
when he was really young the schools would tell him they were
going to have a fire drill.” – Kayle’s Father

Understanding Individual Differences

Personal
Attributes

“She is a perfectionist and she hates to do things in a half way so
sometimes I have to jump in and say you know it’s okay to do
just this good enough. And let’s focus on this instead and I find
that to be very much an autistic trait.” Irene’s Professor

Understanding Individual Differences

Personal
Attributes

“It (de-stimulating) organizes them, or something. When I do
these things that are repetitive and soothing in a way it lets my
brain figure out what I think about everything that happened and
put it in the correct ‘box’ in my head.” – Irene

Note: Six emergent themes were derived from cross-case analysis of all cases. A selection of relevant quotes is provided as
support for the findings.

Impacts of giftedness. Most of the GTASD college students excelled academically
from a very early age and were always aware of their intellectual ability. Four of the five
students were identified as gifted in elementary school and were placed in gifted programs.
As one student said, “I’ve always been aware of being different. It’s a matter of how I’m
different. The concept has changed.” The students excelled academically in high school as
evidenced by graduating third in the senior class, graduating with honors, receiving full
scholarships for college, or being accepted into all the colleges where they applied. Some
reported scores ranging from the 95th percentile to the 98th percentile on their American
College Test (ACT) scores in multiple subject areas: reading, science and math. The fifth
GTASD college student did not report on her survey than she was ever identified as gifted
during school. However, her advocate was a special educator who taught her during high
school and administered academic assessments and Individual Education Plans for her. In
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reviewing the assessments for this student, tasks that required speed were more difficult for
her and the processing speed assessments were very low. She excelled academically in high
school and college, but needed accommodations that provided a quiet place to write or take
tests and extra time for testing. Her disability of autism spectrum disorder probably masked
her giftedness and explained why she was never identified as gifted. It is possible she was
creatively gifted and that her disability overshadowed her abilities. None of the students ever
questioned they would attend college, in fact it was expected by their parents. Being
exceptionally intelligent usually helped them compensate for weaknesses in other areas of
their lives prior to attending college. None of the students felt they were ever challenged
academically prior to college.
Four of the five students had experienced problems in college that resulted in
withdrawing or transferring to another college. Three of the students left the first college
they attended after their freshman year and one student was currently in her first semester of
college. Two of the students left college because they were challenged academically for the
first time in their lives and one student withdrew because of adjustment issues in independent
living. All of the students eventually returned to college and were successful. One student
reported having academic difficulty his first semester of college. He was taking calculus and
programming as a computer science major and was shocked that he was having difficulty.
He struggled with the classes and spent hours in his professor’s office getting help. He
feared that the best he could do was a “C” in calculus and he would have to repeat the course
since it was in his major. That was the first time he had ever struggled academically in
computer science or math classes. In the end, he passed with a “B”; however, he was so
upset that he changed his major and transferred to another school. Two other students talked
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about experiencing academic challenges for the first time in their lives. One student said, “I
was a small fish in a big pond. Nobody cared the fact that I could speak two languages and
could write papers like nobody’s business. They just cared whether I could play my
instrument or not; and in that area, I wasn’t necessarily so outstanding.” She left college and
returned home. Another example of experiencing academic challenges for the first time
happened to a student who had reported being bored throughout high school and never
academically challenged. He said he had always been told he was brilliant compared to his
peers, but when he went to college he said, “For the first time intellectually I nearly felt
average” and he left after his freshman year and returned home.
One female student left college after her freshman year because of social problems
and commented that she had always been able to make up for her social weaknesses with her
academic strengths saying, “In this case I couldn’t make up for my weaknesses anymore and
so it started to become more obvious. More obvious that it was hard to make friends, more
obvious that I had a hard time managing independent living, more obvious that it was a
problem that I couldn’t recognize other people. Just a lot of these things became more
evident.” She left college and moved back home. Several students seemed to question their
intellect or the value of it. One said she always knew her parents and teachers valued her
intellectual ability and remarked, “Of course, that is not something I really have control
over.” In addition, another student reported that he was always told how smart he was but
questioned if that was really the truth or even an important quality and said, “Intelligence
without work will amount to a lot less than intelligence with work.” And another student
talked about being embarrassed by her professor who complemented her after class in front
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of other students. She felt that “hard work was more valuable than pure intellectual ability”
and didn’t want to stand out from her peers.
Despite the difficulties in college, all of the students were now successfully attending
college. Of the four students, the senior was still graduating within four years and with
honors despite attending three colleges. Another student was completing his junior year with
a high GPA and applying to law school even though this was his second college experience
after dropping out and working for a few years. The other two female students were in
graduate school despite having previously withdrawn from colleges.
Complications from misdiagnosis. A common theme heard from all of the GTASD
college students was their confusion and doubt about the accuracy of their diagnosis of
autism. Four of the students reported being formally diagnosed in elementary school, but two
of those students (Kayle and Jesse) said they didn’t know about their diagnosis until later in
life. Kayle’s mother said she never sat him down and told him he had autism. However,
when he was a senior in high school she said, “He read up on it and accepted that’s what he
was and he did that on his own and I guess he heard the term a bunch of times. And I just
don’t think he thought anything about it.” Despite never talking to him about it, he was in a
special educational program for twice-exceptional students for eight years and attended
social skills classes after school throughout high school and into college. Jesse also was
diagnosed in elementary school, but she reported learning about her diagnosis as an adult in
college. She talked about the time she was watching the television show Bones when she
began identifying with the character. As a result she began reading about the character and
thought she had similar traits. Jesse talked with her college roommate about her suspicion
but the roommate didn’t see the connection. Jesse was still concerned and said, “I went and
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talked to this woman about some of my experiences and then she gave me a series of
assessments and confirmed I had Asperger’s and ADD and OCD.” Both Blue and Diane
were diagnosed with autism in elementary school, however, Diane said she never understood
what it meant until she was in high school, “Then I really started to understand how my brain
works and how it affects me.” Blue still questioned his diagnosis and said, “It might be
anecdotal but everyone I’ve met besides myself who had Asperger’s has been brilliant. I see
it as Asperger’s causing brilliance, personally.” He seemed irritated that he was often
ignored by others who said, “Oh, that’s because of your Asperger’s. ‘It’s like, no. I’m
saying it because of these facts and I’ve studied. But sometimes I get very passionate and
focused on a topic.”
One student, Irene, was not diagnosed until she was an adult in college. She talked
about how she felt stupid and wondered why her gifted education teacher never realized she
was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder and said, “I’m actually a little bit angry at her
now . . . she thought I was one of her most gifted students out of everyone. And yet she
never even suggested that I might be on the spectrum and she was a specialist in this sort of
thing, so I don’t understand.”
Most of the GTASD college students were treated over the years for a range of problems
such as learning disorders, depression, anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, attention
deficit hyperactivity disorder, bipolar disorder, suicidal thoughts, and eating disorders. The
most common complaints were anxiety and depression and all of the students gave examples
of how stress and anxiety affected them.
Whether they were diagnosed as a child or an adult most of the students still had
difficulty understanding why some things were so difficult for them. One mother talked
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about how frustrating it was to explain to others why her son had so many difficulties and
explained, “And it doesn’t change in college because for him, that’s the first thing people
noticed about him. How smart he was. But it’s always been the way it is, “If they’re so
smart, why can’t they function normally?” Another student commented, “I’m in the top one
percent, maybe even smaller, in certain areas like verbal use and a few other things. But I’m
also very low down on the list for a number of things. Other people don’t understand why I
can’t do these things well or easily.” This conflict between giftedness and autism was a
common theme. The issues of misdiagnosis and missed diagnosis were common in the
stories of the GTASD college students. If students are not identified as gifted they will not
be placed in the appropriate academic settings where they can work at their academic level.
This misplacement often results in behavior problems in the classroom when they are bored,
not challenged, and finished their work too fast. The resulting focus on behavior can lead to
misdiagnoses such as ADHD and Conduct Disorder. Additional problems occurred when the
students were not diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. Without the proper diagnosis
they were unable to receive the supports they needed to succeed in school. Social skills
training needed to be provided throughout their school years.
Understanding individual differences. Most of the GTASD college students reported
being hypersensitive and one student reported being visually hyposensitive because she had
difficulty with facial recognition. One student, Irene, had acute sensitivity to pain and
reported that she would not participate in certain activities if she thought there was a chance
she might get hurt. If she cut herself the pain was so intense she couldn’t concentrate on
anything else. The most common hypersensitivity was to sounds. One student’s hearing was
so sensitive that he told his parents that when he went to bed at night, “I lay here and I can
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hear scratching, I can hear something in the walls.” Although no one else could hear
anything, they eventually confirmed that tiny mites were burrowing in the drywall. Other
students needed to wear ear buds and listen to music in order to drown out disturbing sounds.
White noise was a common method of blocking out sounds and one student found a place on
campus where the air conditioning would drown out everything. Many of the students had
gastrointestinal problems and food allergies. Sensitivity to textures of foods and the feelings
of certain fabrics were reported by three of the students and prevented them from eating
those foods and wearing clothes that were uncomfortable. These hypersensitivities were
beyond mere preferences, they became overwhelmingly distracting. Overstimulation was
described by one student as an accumulation of too much information from activities, new
experiences, or sounds. Perfectionism or intense attention to an activity or project was
described by most of the students; however, they varied in whether they believed it was a
problem or not. One student admitted that she was a perfectionist and that she often made
writing assignments more detailed and lengthy than was necessary. Another student did not
perceive that his intense, detailed investigation of a topic for hours on end was perseverating.
Another student talked about the amount of energy it took for her to communicate or adapt to
new social situations and how that led to overstimulation. Many advocates talked about how
the students would become overstimulated from processing too much new information and
then they would become resistant to change. The advocates learned to give the students time
for processing.
Issues with independent living. One common area of difficulty for most of the
students was transitioning from home where everything was organized and managed for
them. Four of the five students went away from home to college their freshman year. One
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student, Kayle, lived at home the first two years of college before transferring to a school
away from home. Leaving home was emotionally difficult for two of the female students.
Irene said her parents insisted she move at least an hour away from home so she picked a
college that was as close as possible. Her parents insisted that she live on her own in the
dorm. The women in the study had difficult emotional experiences in living independently.
All of the women reported social problems with making friends and having a social life.
Most of the GTASD college students reported difficulty managing the day to day
requirements of life that included meal preparation, house cleaning duties, shopping for
groceries, and living with other students. Two of the women preferred living in single rooms
so that they could have a safe place to go to when they were overstimulated or exhausted
from social communication demands. The men did not report difficulty with their
roommates. Most of the women had encountered a very uncomfortable experience with
roommates who had little in common with them. One student remarked that living in a dorm
with roommates was not a necessary skill and didn’t represent real life situations after
college. Most of the GTASD college students didn’t drive and they showed no interest or
need to drive. Many talked about not learning household living skills while they were living
at home with their parents and felt they were overwhelmed with finding the time to do
everything and still keep up with the academic requirements of college.
Developing social emotional skills. The most common topic that all of the GTASD
college students discussed was their difficulties communicating and understanding social
situations. Several of the students reported anger issues and conflicts with authority figures
at some time in their education. All of the students acknowledged that their main problem
was understanding non-verbal communications and indirect, non-specific verbal messages.
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Most of the students received therapy or skills training for social and emotional issues during
their education prior to college. Two students reported conflicts around miscommunications
that resulted in the police being called to intervene. Most of the students never dated and did
not mention having close friendships. One student talked about wanting to have friends in
college but most people already had their own groups and she said, “It’s easy to be friendly
with people, but it’s difficult to be friends with them.” All of the GTASD college students
were friendly, respectful and exhibited appropriate social communication skills during the
interviews.
Two advocates noticed a tendency toward black and white thinking and difficulty
understanding another person’s perspective during discussions in class. Most of the GTASD
college students expressed frustration in trying to decipher what was expected of them in
social situations. Several students had a system to decipher how to act in new social
situations and one said, “I have a set of flow charts, if this happens do this. If this happens
ask this. You know, a lot of it is asking people for clarification.” Another student talked
about modeling her behavior after her advocate when she was in a new social situation. All
of the women mentioned how exhausting it was for them to be in new social situations where
they did not know anyone. What most people could do subconsciously, they had to
consciously work at understanding how to act. Two of the GTASD college students received
extensive support for learning social skills but they remarked that it was still stressful for
them to communicate appropriately. Most agreed with the sentiments of one student who
said, “If somebody wants me to know something they need to tell me. They can’t like hint
sidewise and assume that I will magically infer it from my brain.” Most of the GTASD
college students were comfortable with classroom social norms. They had years of
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experience in the classroom and the structure was basically similar across classrooms. Even
the rules for group work were understood by the students. After years of experience in
classrooms where their intellectual skills were valued they had learned the social norms of
the classroom. A few students talked about having a system for participating in class
discussions and answering questions in class. Several mentioned they could answer every
question the professor asked but they would monitor their rate of participation or they would
wait and not answer unless no one else in the class responded otherwise, “I’d be raising my
hand all the time and answering all the time and people really didn’t like it when I did that.”
Understanding the social norms inside the classroom was much easier than maneuvering
outside of class. Most of the GTASD college students were aware of their difficulties with
understanding social expectations in situations that were new to them. Without previous
experience, these situations were exhausting. One student talked about being bullied in
college and date raped. She was aware that she did not understand about dating and wished
she had learned “that what I was experiencing wasn’t normal, like before I was twenty-nine,
that would have helped.”
Role of advocacy and advocates. The GTASD college students identified parents,
professors and teachers as their advocates and relied on them to help them maneuver
academic, social / emotional, and career decisions in college. Most of the students chose a
professor as their advocate on campus. Only one student identified his parents as his
advocates. The GTASD college student who reported the most difficulty during college with
bullying, problems with peers, and sexual abuse was the only student who did not identify an
advocate to be interviewed until several months after the last interview. It is possible that she
not having a close advocate exacerbated her problems in college. Professors acted as
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teachers, role models, mentors, and advisors for both social and academic issues on campus.
Most of the advocates provided direct and concrete examples to the GTASD college student
when they were explaining social expectations.
Conclusion
Chapter 4 described the process of data analysis and presented in-depth, thick, rich
descriptive case summaries of five GTASD college students. Within-case analysis presented
emergent themes within each study. The findings from the cross-case analysis identified six
themes a) impacts of giftedness, c) complications from misdiagnosis, d) understanding
individual differences, d) encouraging independent living, e) developing social emotional
skills, and f) role of advocacy and advocates. The themes led to an overarching theory that
accurate diagnosis of autism and early identification of giftedness is needed to determine
individual differences and to provide social / emotional skills necessary for the successful
college experiences of GTASD college students. Chapter 5 discusses the six themes that
addressed the research questions, presents implications for counseling, teaching and future
research, and addresses strengths and limitations of the study.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
This study examined the educational experiences of gifted college students with
autism (GTASD). Most of the research in the literature focuses on school age students; few
studies examine the college level students who are identified as gifted and diagnosed with
autism (GTASD) (Foley Nicpon, Doobay, & Assouline, 2010). In order to understand those
educational experiences the following research questions were addressed:
1. What are the college experiences of gifted college students with autism?
2. What ecological systems influence their experiences?
•

What are their psychosocial counseling needs?

•

How do they develop support systems at the college level?

3. What do counselors and parents or guardians need to know to facilitate successful
transitions to college for these students?
•

What transitional experiences promote academic success?

•

What transitional experiences hinder academic success?

4. What do college officials need to know to facilitate successful progress towards
graduation for these students?
These questions were addressed through these six emergent themes of the cross-case
analysis: a) impacts of giftedness, c) complications from misdiagnosis, d) understanding
individual differences, d) encouraging independent living, e) developing social emotional
skills, and f) role of advocacy and advocates. These six themes are presented with relevant
literature that supports the overarching theory that accurate diagnosis of autism and early
identification of giftedness is needed to determine individual differences and to provide
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social / emotional skills necessary for the successful college experiences of GTASD college
students. The chapter concludes with implications for counseling, teaching, and future
research. In addition, the strengths and limitations of the study are presented.
Discussion of Emergent Themes
The impacts of giftedness were seen in the GTASD college students’ discussion about
being aware of their intellectual gift from an early age and how that gift set them apart from
their peers. One student said she felt superior to the other students and couldn’t relate to their
immaturity. They talked of being bullied for their differences at an early age and one of the
GTASD college students said the bullying continued throughout college and into the work
environment. Research supported this and showed that bullying may not be greater among
gifted students compared to non-gifted students, but the impact of even one incident was
shown to be profound and often led to self-blame and choosing to isolate themselves from
other students (Peterson & Ray, 2006). Additional studies confirmed that bullying students
with Asperger’s is a serious problem that leads to isolation and alienation (Carter, 2009).
Several GTASD college students expressed discomfort when singled out for their intellect
and said it was a disservice to gifted students to be praised for an innate trait because it was
not something they could do anything about. Although they were gifted, four of the GTASD
college students were shocked when they confronted their first experience not being the top
student in a class. They had always been the brightest in their classes before college, never
challenged, and always praised. Each of the students transferred or withdrew from college at
least one time and later returned to college.
Complications for misdiagnosis were reported by all of the participants. These
findings further supported previous research that found students were mistakenly diagnosed
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with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, conduct disorder, anxiety, depression, or
obsessive-compulsive disorder instead of autism. Similar to previous research the most
frequent misdiagnosis among the GTASD college students was attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder and anxiety (Alsop, 2003; Huber, 2007). Incidents of missed diagnosis was also
evidenced by students who were never diagnosed until they were adults (Webb et al., 2005).
Interestingly, the majority of the GTASD college students were identified at a very early age
as gifted. This is congruent with research that indicates the under identification of gifted
students since this study screened for students who were previously identified as gifted. This
lack of proper diagnosis or missed diagnosis prevented some GTASD college students from
getting support at an early age and left them confused about why they were having
difficulties. Two students who were identified with autism at a very early age were able to
receive social support classes throughout their education and they presented as more
confident and able to advocate for themselves.
Although the GTASD college students shared some common characteristics they
often differed in the intensity or understanding of that difference. Previous research reported
hypersensitivity and hyposensitivity among students with autism and that hyposensitivity is
often more common (Attwood, 2007; Rogers & Ozonoff, 2005). However, in this study only
one of the participants reported having a hyposensitivity. The most common hypersensitivity
was to sound followed by lights and smells. The hypersensitivity to sound created difficulty
in college to these students and resulted in overstimulation or distractions that interfered with
their ability to focus in class, take tests in class, and manage their emotions. For some
students these hypersensitivities would impact them to an intense degree and they would
have a meltdown. Finding a place away from the noise, lights, or smells was imperative and
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took precedence over anything they were doing. Accommodations can be made for these
students that include providing a non-distracting space for testing. Similar to previous
research most of the GTASD students reported anxiety or stress from external disturbances
(Reis, Baum, & Burke, 2014). Several of the GTASD college students reported using
repetitive behaviors to deal with this stress. Several students had an object they could hold
and manipulate that helped them focus and relieved their anxiety. Intense focus on subject
matter was commonly reported by several of the GTASD college students who became
engrossed in topics of their concern and had difficulty shifting their focus. This was either
characterized as an attribute of giftedness or an attribute of autism and referred to as
perseverance and supports research linking the two characteristics in GTASD students (Reis,
Baum, & Burke, 2014).
Independent living skills were important to all of the GTASD college student
participants and the lack of these skills often created stress and anxiety for the students.
Difficulty managing the day to day tasks of daily living were common problems reported by
the GTASD college students. The organization and planning involved in cooking, cleaning,
and shopping was often supported by parents. This was the case for not only the freshman
living away from home for the first time, but also for the graduate students. This finding was
consistent with previous research that found executive functioning skills to be continually
difficult for twice-exceptional students with autism and called on continuous support from
the family (Ginsburg, 2007, Kalbfleisch & Logan, 2012). Based on this previous research it
was expected that most of the students would live at home during college; however, all five
of the GTASD college students in this study were currently living away from home. Only
one of the students in this study had ever lived at home while attending college and this
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student lived at home the first two years of college. The most important area of independent
living is the ability to support yourself. Employment was a major concern of all the GTASD
college students in this study. Previous research indicated that only 12% of students with
autism attended 4-year colleges, and they had few opportunities for internships or
employment during college, and this led to a very low rate of employment (Shattuck et al.,
2012). Based on this research it was expected that none of the students in this study would
have jobs or a work history. However, among the GTASD college students in this study
most had employment histories and four of the five students worked on campus while
attending college. Only one student, a graduate student, was employed at her level of
expertise and was satisfied with her employment. The GTASD students told of unfulfilling
and menial jobs that indicated most were underemployed. One possible explanation for this
contradiction to current research is that the current study consisted of gifted students with
autism and the previous research was with students who had autism but were not identified as
gifted.
The importance of social and emotional skills to the success of GTASD college
students was a major finding of this study. This study further supported the findings from
previous research about the need for improving the social and emotional skills of GTASD
students. GTASD college students reported problems with depression, anxiety, sensory
dysfunction and self-esteem that supported previous findings (Attwood, 2007; CatherineHoffman, 2005; Silverman, 1997). Of concern in this study were the examples of continued
bullying into college and the dangers from potential sexual abuse. Previous research
indicated an increased rate of bullying of students prior to college and of the potential
misinterpretation of inappropriate dating behaviors by the students with autism (Stokes,
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Newton, & Kauer, 2007). This study further indicated the seriousness of not understanding
these social situations. Although most of the GTASD college students in this study had
never dated, one student’s experience reinforced the critical need for GTASD college
students to understand non-verbal cues, to develop effective interpersonal communication
skills, to learn self-defense, and to understand friendships, dating, and marriage. The social
and emotional needs of the GTASD college students align with the psychosocial
developmental theory of college students that influences the structure of college programs
today and describes the importance of seven developmental areas (1) developing
competence, (2) managing emotions, (3) moving through autonomy toward interdependence,
(4) developing mature interpersonal relationships, (5) establishing identity, (6) developing
purpose, and (7) developing integrity. Chickering’s theory states that development occurs
through experiences and providing those experiences is one of the roles of college
(Chickering & Gamson, 1999).
The role of advocates and the importance of advocacy skills was apparent in this
study. The advocates acted as educators, advisors, counselors and role models for the
students. The GTASD college students identified parents or teachers as the main advocates
who helped them succeed in college. Although current research reports parents are active
advocates for GTASD students it was assumed that counselors in high school and college
would be important advocates (Catherine-Hoffman, 2005). However, this was not the case in
this study. None of the GTASD college students in this study identified a counselor as their
advocate. One of the advocates who was an administrator and teacher in a charter high
school speculated that the large caseloads of 500 students per counselor at her school
prevented the students from having frequent interactions with their school counselors. In
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addition, none of the college academic advisors for the GTASD college students in this study
were identified as advocates. This indicates the importance of educating university faculty on
the needs of the GTASD college student and teaching faculty appropriate advocacy skills.
Of greater importance is the ability of the GTASD college students to advocate for
themselves at the university level. This skill was not necessarily needed at the high school
education level since federal laws mandated programs that monitored and advocated for their
needs. In addition, parents were legally allowed to participate and be the student’s advocate.
Once students were in college this study indicated that they were ill prepared to advocate for
themselves and their parents were often their main advocates without the access to
educational information that was guaranteed at the high school level. The expectation at the
university level is that students will personally advocate for their own needs.
These six themes: a) impacts of giftedness, c) complications from misdiagnosis, d)
understanding individual differences, d) encouraging independent living, e) developing social
emotional skills, and f) role of advocacy and advocates found in this study led to the theory
that accurate diagnosis of autism and early identification of giftedness is needed to determine
individual differences and provide the social and emotional skills necessary for the successful
college experiences of gifted college students with autism.
Implications
Implications for counseling. Although none of the GTASD college students
identified counselors as support providers or advocates that does not lessen the importance of
counseling for these students. It might indicate that counselors’ roles in providing support
are indirect or that they are not school counselors. For instance, two GTASD college
students referred to the benefits of social skills training classes that they attended throughout
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school prior to college. However, these classes were held outside of the school by either
social workers, counselors or teachers. Although school counselors may not have a close
mentoring role due to their large case load, their role in providing support for GTASD
students preparing for college is still important. The American School Counselor
Association’s ASCA National Standards for Students established three competency areas to
be addressed for students prior to transitioning out of school: Academic Development,
Career Development, and Personal/Social Development (ASCA, 2012). Since parents are
often the advocates for the students even after they go to college, counselors can provide
workshops on how to effectively advocate, how to support the development of independent
living skills, and how to facilitate the connection to college disability services offices for the
GTASD students. The ASCA standards A:A2.3, PS:B1.5 and PS:B1.8 address advocacy
skills in order to develop students who can effectively seek help for themselves, counselors
have a critical role in teaching these skills to the students prior to attending college. All of
the GTASD college students in this study talked about the importance of knowing how to
take care of daily living tasks prior to college and these skills are addressed by ASCA
standard A:C1.2 to teach how to “balance school, studies, extracurricular activities, leisure
time, and family life” (ASCA, 2012, p.103). Workshops on dating, anti-bullying, and
interpersonal communication are imperative for the safety of college students and are called
for under ASCA standard PS:C.1 that address personal safety skills. In addition to social
skills and interpersonal communication skills, the GTASD students need training on
relaxation techniques, mindfulness and ways to deal with stress as called for under ASCA
standards PS:C1.10 and PS:C1.11. Counselors in the high schools need to begin this training
before students transition to college and the training needs to be not only for the GTASD
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students, but for their parents who often act as advocates throughout the college years.
College counselors have the opportunity to offer similar workshops on campus during the
school year for the GTASD college students on their campuses. For example, a transition
program prior to the first week of college to orient the GTASD college students to campus
could include living on campus, attending workshops on classroom etiquette, conflict
resolution, safety issues, and most importantly, how to advocate. In addition, there is a need
for an ongoing support program on the campus for GTASD college students that would
provide frequent interaction with an advocate. These could be coordinated by the college
counselor and facilitated with peer mentors. This study indicated the need for organized and
frequent interactions with a support person in order to establish an advocacy relationship
rather than waiting for these students to ask for help. More direct intervention is needed until
these skills are learned.
Implications for teaching. This study showed the importance of teachers in
advocating for the success of GTASD college students. The students talked of knowing the
social norms of the classroom and their familiarity with classroom procedures. Because of
the frequent interaction with their professors in college on a regular basis it is not surprising
that professors were often chosen as the student’s campus advocate. Some simple procedures
can support the GTASD college students in their success. Most importantly, the classroom
environment needs to be a safe space for students to learn and be free from the criticism of
other students. Because the GTASD college students have difficulty reading nonverbal cues
or adapting quickly to new social situations professors need to teach more directly about
classroom etiquette. What seems obvious to most students may not be obvious to the
GTASD college student. How to act in group sessions and whole class discussions can be
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reviewed prior to class or written in the syllabus. Having a visible agenda to prepare students
for transitions within the classroom is helpful for students who may need more time to learn
new procedures. Some GTASD college students need to sit in a location that is free from
overstimulation. Providing testing in a quiet location or allowing the use of headphones with
music can help students focus and reduce anxiety. Allowing extended time for assignments
is often necessary because some of the GTASD college students have a slow processing
speed and the pressure of time constraints can create extreme anxiety. Although parents
were usually the first advocates the GTASD students had, their teachers often replaced the
parents as soon as the GTASD students entered college. All of the teacher advocates in the
study talked of their multiple roles in teaching social skills, and acting as mentors, role
models, counselors, and advisors. The fact that most of the GTASD college students in this
study identified a teacher or professor as their advocate indicates the importance faculty can
have in supporting the successful college experiences of gifted college students with autism.
Implications for future research. Because of the small numbers of qualifying
participants for this study future research needs to collect data from a larger geographical
area to increase the variety of college experiences, to investigate similarities and differences
among a more ethnically diverse population, and to understand the impact different college
programs may have on the success of the GTASD college students. An important next step is
to conduct a longitudinal study examining the students’ educational experiences beginning
with their senior year in high school in preparation for college and continuing until their
graduations from college. Over 40 colleges nationwide including major universities such as
University of California – Long Beach, University of Connecticut, and Rutgers University
have developed support programs for students with autism (Catherine-Hoffman, 2016). A
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nationwide survey of available support programs for GTASD college students would inform
high school counselors of opportunities for their students. Additional research is needed to
evaluate the effectiveness of these support programs on the graduation rate of GTASD
students participating in university support programs in comparison to GTASD students who
are not enrolled in support programs.
Because all of these GTASD college students were attending four-year universities,
this same study could be done with GTASD college students who attended community
colleges or vocational schools with special attention given to retention rates.
Strengths and Limitations of the Study
Limitations to the study included the accurate identification of gifted college students,
obtaining access to the student participants, lack of ethnic representation, and the large
geographical area needed for recruitment. Disability offices at the universities were
gatekeepers to the access and identification of the GTASD college students for this study.
They were responsible for verification that the students were gifted as well as diagnosed with
autism. This proved to be a problem for all but one of the university offices. Most of the
directors reported they were not trained to identify giftedness and they did not have that
information at their respective universities. Only one disability office manager
acknowledged being familiar with identification of giftedness. One disability services office
reported that no one registered with their office met the criteria; however, two students who
responded to the solicitation email actually met the criteria of giftedness. Another disability
services office referred two students for the study who had never been identified as gifted.
Identifying giftedness is not just a problem in universities; it is a current problem in public
schools across states and states set their own definitions of giftedness and their own methods
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for identification (National Association for Gifted Children, 2014). Another limitation of the
study was the lack of a broad ethnic representation of the participants. The sample was not
very ethnically diverse with only one participant being bi-racial/ Latino and the remainder
were all white. Another limitation was in the design of the study. Because the participants’
locations were spread across a very large geographic area, the constant comparative method
of data collection and analysis was hampered. The time constraint in traveling and the cost
for hotels decreased the amount of time spent at each site. Ideally more time would be
designed between interviews so that the researcher could digest the data and build on the
emerging concepts through greater reflection. This design left little time for the constant
comparative method of refining concepts as new information appeared in the interviews of
differing participants. Multiple interviews were conducted within one day. Despite these
limitations there were several strengths of the study.
Strengths of the study included the maximum variation of the sample, the collection
of data from the voices of those being studied, and the empowerment of participants from
telling their story. Most of the studies to date focused on male participants; therefore, many
researchers have noted this discrepancy and called on studies to include more women in
order to understand differences and similarities among the genders. This study represented
diverse experiences of the participants. Participants ranged in age from 20 – 40 years of age
and included both single and married GTASD college students. They represented a range of
time spent in college from a first semester freshman, upper class students, as well as graduate
students. Diverse experiences included attendance at a) a small, rural college, b) large, urban
university, and c) community college. Students had experienced living at home while
attending college, living in dorms with roommates and also living alone in single rooms.
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Students represented a variety of majors in the areas of music, political science, information
technology, computer science and forensic science. Another strength was in the point of
view. Data came from the participants telling their own stories. In addition, the phrase,
“Nothing about us, without us” is a common theme among the disability research community
that expresses the importance of conducting research from the voice of those being studied
(Charlton, 1998). This qualitative case study is based on the stories told by college students
identified as gifted and diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder.
In addition, one of the participants remarked at the end of the interview process,
“Interestingly enough, I wasn’t really expecting this. I thought this was sort of a one-way
thing, that I was helping you. Actually, it clarified some of my ideas about things that I’ve
come up with over the past six months or so, things that are new since having left (college)
and having left all that stuff behind. I realized a lot of new things, but interestingly enough,
actually talking about them has helped them all solidify in my mind.” The opportunity to tell
their own story offered a space to reflect on their challenging journeys and focus on their
successes.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this comparative case study furthered the understanding of the
educational experiences of gifted college students with autism (GTASD) and led to an
overarching theory that emerged from this study and indicated that accurate diagnosis of
autism and early identification of giftedness is needed to determine individual differences in
order to provide the social / emotional skills necessary for the successful college experiences
of GTASD college students. Knowledge and data from this investigation can help (a)
improve transitional services currently offered at the high school level, (b) guide school
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counselors in designing relevant college preparation skills, (c) identify potential social
communication deficits or difficulties, (d) develop relevant support systems at universities to
promote students’ success, and (e) educate counselors about the psychosocial, career, and
academic needs of this population. In addition, this study can provide insight for parents or
guardians about roles they can play to help promote successful post-secondary experiences.
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Appendix A
Recruitment Email to Student
April 14, 2016

Subject: Research Study:
Twice-Exceptional College Students Identified as Gifted and Diagnosed with Autism: A
Comparative Case Study.

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Connie J. Tagtmeyer, Student
Investigator, and University of New Mexico doctoral candidate under the supervision of UNM
Associate Professor, Dr. Deborah Rifenbary. The purpose of this study is to explore the college
experiences of gifted students who are diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), previously
identified as High Functioning Autism (HFA), Asperger’s Syndrome or Pervasive Developmental
Disorder (PDD-NOS). This study examines transitions to college from the perspective of students.
Additionally, systems that support or impede student success in college will be discovered.

You may qualify to participate in this research if you a) are currently enrolled part-time or full-time in
college, b) between the ages of 18 -55, c) were identified as gifted, and d) were diagnosed with ASD.

If you decide to participate your decision is strictly voluntary and you can quit at any time without
penalty. You may refuse to answer any questions you do not want to answer and still remain in the
study.

All information obtained in the interviews or surveys will be kept confidential. Your confidentiality,
privacy and anonymity will be maintained in the storage and publication of the study’s findings.
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Your responsibilities in the study will be to:
1. Complete an online survey
2. Participate in three private individual interviews
3. Submit a series of photos that describe your college experience
4. Refer a person to be interviewed who has been your greatest supporter during
your college experience (e.g. parent, professor, advisor)
A disposable camera will be provided to you at no cost or you may use your own digital camera.
Interviews will be conducted in a private location agreed upon by the participant and researcher. Each
interview will last approximately 60 minutes. You will be given an opportunity to review the
interview transcripts and make any corrections or deletions.

If you are willing to participate in this study, please contact the student investigator to arrange a
meeting to discuss your responsibilities, obtain your consent to participate, and receive information
on accessing the online survey.

Call or email Connie Tagtmeyer,
505-681-2027

cmaple@unm.edu
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Appendix B
Recruitment Flyer
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Appendix C
Demographic & Educational Experiences Survey
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Appendix D
Interview Questions: Student
PROTOCOL A:
Describe your experiences in college in detail (academically, socially, career/vocationally).
• Begin with your first impressions.
•

Continue until you have nothing more to add.

•

You are free to add anything you want.

1. Tell me about your experiences in preparation to attend college.
a. How did you select this college?
b. Describe what you knew about this college before you began?
2. What were your expectations about how it would be in college.
3. If you were a high school counselor, what advice would you give a student to prepare for
college?
a. What helped you prepare for college?
b. What do you wish you had learned in high school that would have better prepared
you for college?
4. Tell me about the best day you had since you began college.
PROTOCOL B:
1. Describe your extracurricular activities.
a. What do you like to do in your free time when you are not in class?
2. Explain where you would go or who you rely on to help you with academic problems
or questions.
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a. Tell me what activities or assignments do you find to be the most difficult or
that you enjoy the least.
3. What frustrates you or makes you anxious in class, if anything.
4. Who are your strongest supporters?
a. Who helps you the most with academic problems?
b. Who do you rely on if you have a personal problem?
PROTOCOL C:
1. If you had the power to change anything about college, what would you change and
why?
2. What do you wish you had learned during your PK-12 education that would have
helped you succeed in college or made the transition to college easier?
3. What advice would you give a freshman beginning college in the fall?
4. What advice would you give parents on how to be supportive?
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Appendix E
Consent to Participate in Research: Student
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Appendix F
Consent to Participate in Research: Advocate
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Appendix G
Recruitment Email to Advocate
April 12, 2016

Subject: Research Study:
Twice-Exceptional College Students Identified as Gifted and Diagnosed with
Autism Spectrum Disorder: A Comparative Case Study.

Thank you for agreeing to participate in a research study conducted by Connie J. Tagtmeyer,
Student Investigator, University of New Mexico doctoral candidate under the supervision of
UNM Associate Professor, Dr. Deborah Rifenbary. The purpose of this study is to explore
the college experiences of gifted students who are diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD), previously identified as High Functioning Autism (HFA), Asperger’s Syndrome or
Pervasive Developmental Disorder (PDD-NOS). This study will identify what supports
successful transitions to college for students. Additionally, systems that support or impede
student success in college will be discovered.

You qualify to participate in this research study because you have been identified by (insert
name) as an important person who has provided advocacy and/or support in helping (inset
name) achieve college success. (Insert name) has given me permission to interview you about
your experience in providing support.
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Your responsibilities in the study will be to participate in one private individual interview.
The interview will be conducted in a private location agreed upon by you and the researcher.
The interview will last approximately 60 minutes. You will be given an opportunity to
review the interview transcripts and make any corrections or deletions.

If you decide to participate your decision is strictly voluntary and you can quit at any time
without penalty. You may refuse to answer any questions you do not want to answer and still
remain in the study.

All information obtained in the interview will be kept confidential. Your confidentiality,
privacy and anonymity will be maintained in the storage and publication of the study's
findings.

If you are willing to participate in this study, please contact me by either email or phone to
arrange a time to meet. If you have additional questions or would like to schedule an
interview please call or email:

Connie Tagtmeyer at 505-681-2027
cmaple@unm.edu
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Appendix H
Interview Questions: Advocate

Describe your relationship with the identified student.
What roles do you take in supporting his or her success in college?
How do you help him or her navigate the college environment?
Describe your goals in working with this student.
How has the student changed since beginning college as a first semester freshman?
What are the challenges facing this student in succeeding in college?
How do you help this student with his or her social and emotional development?
What are the career goals of this student and how do you support these goals?
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Appendix I
Guidelines for Photographic Data Collection
Instructions:
You are provided a single use disposable camera for use or you can use your own camera if
you prefer. The disposable camera uses a maximum of 27 exposures. Bring your photos with
you to each interview. You will have time to talk about your selections. Choose photos that
best represent your college experience. The following topics are suggested:
1. Select no more than 9 photos that represent your academic experiences.
2. Select no more than 9 photos that represent your social experiences.
3. Select no more than 9 photos that represent your career aspirations or interests.
If you are using your own digital camera or smartphone bring it with you to share the photos
at each interview. Photos will not be collected or stored by the student researcher; all photos
are your property.
Caution:
Do not take pictures of individuals. Respect the privacy and confidentiality of individuals.
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Appendix J
Glossary
American School Counselor Association National Model (ASCA)
The American School Counselor Association National Model is a framework for
designing a school counseling program that is data-driven. The model emphasizes developing
counseling programs to enhance the academic, personal and social, and career development
of all students (ASCA, 2012).
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990
Federal legislation that provides guidelines for protection of rights of people with
disabilities. This law requires universities to insure equal access to educational opportunities
or programs by providing accommodations for students with disabilities (ADA, 1990).
Asynchronous Development
A developmental concept conceived in 1991 by an anonymous group of parents,
psychologists and educators who were referred to as the Columbus Group. Asynchronous
development explains the uneven development exhibited as a disparity between chronological
age and intellectual, emotional, and physical age that is a characteristic of giftedness (Alsop,
2003).
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
A neurodevelopmental disability characterized by difficulties with social
communication, repetitive movements, and restricted interests. The disability varies in
degrees of severity along a spectrum of characteristics (APA, 2013).
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Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM)
The current diagnostic manual is the fifth edition – (DSM-5) and is published by the
American Psychiatric Association. The manual is used for diagnosis of all mental disorders.
The current manual was recently published in 2013 and replaced the fourth edition (DSMIV-TR) which was in effect since 1994.
Ecological Systems Theory
A theory of development originated by Urie Bronfenbrenner that explains
development occurring within a system of influences on individuals. A change to any system
affecting an individual will cause a change in the individual and vice versa. The system
continually strives for homeostasis and resists change. Systems theories of counseling are
based on this original theory.
Giftedness
The definition of giftedness goes beyond the original concept of merely obtaining 120
IQ or higher score of intellectual ability to include exceptional achievement or potential
ability in one or more areas of intellectual, academic, artistic, leadership or psychomotor
strengths. It is further defined by heightened intensity and asynchronous development
(Silverman, 1997).
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act originated as Public Law 94-142 in 1975
and is the federal legislation that mandates a free and appropriate education for students with
disabilities. Thirteen disabilities are defined: learning disability, speech-language
impairment, mental retardation, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, visual
impairment, orthopedic impairment, other health impairment, autism, traumatic brain injury,
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multiple disabilities, and deaf-blindness. The act (IDEA-2004) is the most current
reauthorization of the law (NAGC, 2009).
Theory of Psychosocial Development of College Students
A theory developed in the 60s by Arthur Chickering to describe the developmental
stages of college students. His theory expands upon Erickson’s developmental stage of
identity vs. identity diffusion. Chickering’s theory describes development as occurring in
seven areas labeled vectors: (1) developing competence, (2) managing emotions, (3) moving
through autonomy toward interdependence, (4) developing mature interpersonal
relationships, (5) establishing identity, (6) developing purpose, and (7) developing integrity.
This is not a stage theory; development occurs within the areas as experiences happen and
vectors can be revisited (Chickering & Gamson, 1999).
Theory of Multiple Intelligences
A theory of intelligence developed by Howard Gardner in 1983 that expanded the
conservative notion of intelligence as being based solely on a single measurement of IQ.
Gardner originally identified seven types of intelligence: logical-mathematical, linguistic,
bodily kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, musical, and spatial (Gardner, 2011).
Theory of Positive Disintegration
A theory credited to Kazimierz Dabrowski, a Polish psychiatrist, to describe the
personality development of gifted individuals. There are five levels of development.
Movement up the levels is characterized by intense conflict and a disintegration of the self in
order to advance. This disintegration is described as extreme intensity and sensitivity in one
or more of these five areas: psychomotor, emotional, intellectual, imaginational, and sensory
(Dabrowski, 1964).
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Transition
This refers to the period from mid-adolescents through high school, post-secondary
education, employment, and independent living.
Twice-Exceptional (2e)
A student who is gifted in one or more areas of exceptionality (academic, intellectual,
creative, performing arts, visual, spatial, leadership) and also is diagnosed with one or more
of the thirteen disabilities defined by IDEA-2004 legislation. (NAGC, 2010).
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